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INTRODUCTION:
TRACING THE MOVE FROM CRITICISM TO COMPLICITY

On May 2nd, 1986, seven artists—Sherrie Levine, Peter Halley, Jeff Koons, Haim
Steinbach, Ashley Bickerton, Philip Taaffe, and moderator Peter Nagy—gathered together for a
panel discussion at Pat Hearn Gallery. The talk, organized by Flash Art and entitled “From
Criticism to Complicity,” began with Nagy asking his fellow artists: “In what ways does this new
work depart from or elaborate upon work done by the “Pictures” generation of appropriators?”1
Deliberating the relationship between their art and that of the preceding Pictures Generation, the
panelists homed in on three pivotal issues: criticality, audience, and desire. Taking these issues
as a point of departure, this thesis will launch a comparison between two artists: Sherrie Levine
and Jeff Koons.
Sherrie Levine (b. 1947) rose to prominence as a member of the Pictures Generation—a
group that originated in the late 1970s, when artists working in photography and video began
using appropriation to scrutinize the thinning boundaries between reality and mass-media
culture. Jeff Koons (b. 1955) gained notoriety in the mid-1980s with the subsequent East Village
vanguard, which had evolved from the conceptualist agenda of the Pictures artists and utilized
appropriative strategies in painting and sculpture. Yet, despite the strong similarities in their
working methods and the historical links between Levine and Koons, a comparative exploration
of their art has never been undertaken. I contend that the perceived distance between them stems
from deep-seated misconceptions surrounding their respective practices, which originated in the

1

“From Criticism to Complicity,” panel discussion, transcript ed. David Robbins, Flash Art, no. 129 (Summer
1986): 46.

1

1980s and continue today. Among these misconceptions is a belief that Levine’s work illustrates
criticism, is legible only to a high art audience, and exists in opposition to the commodity status
of art. By contrast, there is consensus that Koons’s art demonstrates complicity, is beneath
serious art historical consideration because it caters to a mass audience, and only serves to reify
art as commodity. Overly simplistic readings such as these have been detrimental to the
cultivation of nuanced understandings of both Levine’s and Koons’s oeuvres. Thus, I will draw
Levine and Koons into a dialogue, not to assimilate them, but rather to redress the balance
between them.
I have chosen the “From Criticism to Complicity” panel as a frame of reference for this
thesis for two reasons: First, I believe that superficial conceptions about Levine and Koons
emanate from an improper understanding of their relationships to criticality, audience, and
desire—issues that I will define over the course of this introduction. These issues were then, and
are now, relevant to the creation and reception of both artists’ work. Second, the panel presents a
unique opportunity to observe how Levine and Koons were connected to one another in a
historical context. The eight-year age difference between them is extremely significant, as they
effectively position Levine as Koons’s precursor and his contemporary. To put this another way,
as the art historian Howard Singerman has, “the chronological difference that really mattered
was the some six or seven years—from the opening of Metro Pictures in 1980, or from the
publication of Douglas Crimp’s “Pictures” in October the year before that, to the time of the
panel.”2 Indeed, Levine’s career effectively takes off in 1979, whereas Koons’s beginnings are

2

Howard Singerman, Art History, After Sherrie Levine (Berkley, CA: University of California Press, 2012),
107-108.

2

established in 1986. These are pivotal years and the changes that occur between them can be
traced in the transcript of “From Criticism to Complicity.”
In 1977, Levine was one of five artists who participated in the Pictures exhibition
Douglas Crimp curated at Artists Space. Pictures would go on to have a profound and lasting
legacy—as it had been the first exhibition to keenly pinpoint a growing photography-based
practice integral to New York’s art scene. However, the 1979 rewrite of Crimp’s initial catalogue
essay was arguably more significant than the exhibition itself.3 In this version—which was
printed in the journal October founded by Rosalind Krauss and Annette Michelson in 1976—
Crimp contradicted his earlier position that aligned Pictures with modernism. He now contended
the photographic “processes of quotation, excerptation, and staging” presented a “radically new
approach to mediums,” that could be described as postmodernist.4 By invoking postmodernism,
Crimp positioned photographic appropriation against the traditional bounds of medium
specificity and the dominance of modernist painting.
The critical discourse here activated by Crimp and echoed in the writings of other art
historians and critics affiliated with October—namely Crimp, Krauss, Benjamin Buchloh, and
Hal Foster—cross-bred Frankfurt School critical theory with elements of poststructuralism. In
emphasizing the subversive nature of “postmodernist photography,” appropriation was
essentially framed as a critical practice. The “Octoberists,” as they are sometimes referred to, had
provided Levine with a significant amount of critical support in the early years of her career. Her
rephotographs after modernist photographers such as Edward Weston, Walker Evans, and Eliot

3

Howard Singerman, “Pictures and Positions in the 1980s,” in A Companion to Contemporary Art since 1945,
ed. Amelia Jones, (Malden: Blackwell, 2006): 88.

4

Douglas Crimp, “Pictures,” in October Files: Sherrie Levine, ed. Howard Singerman, vol. 23 (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2018): 10.

3

Porter became emblematic of postmodern challenges to the modernist tenets of originality,
authorship, ownership, and subjectivity. Yet, it should be noted that the brace of essays that
promulgate postmodernism and pair the theories of Walter Benjamin and Roland Barthes with
Levine run only from spring 1979 to 1982.
Dissatisfied by the narrow postmodern critiques of photographic appropriation, in 1983
Levine shifted her practice away from photography with a series of small drawings and
watercolors after works by artists such as Kazimir Malevich, Egon Schiele, and Stuart Davis.
Her transition to painting coincided with the emergence of a younger “generation” of
appropriators emanating from the East Village, including Jeff Koons. Indeed, it is around this
time that Levine and Koons first become loosely connected to one another by a trend that would
become known as “Simulationism” or “Neo-Geo.” These labels related to a 1984 essay by the
artist and critic Peter Halley, entitled “The Crisis in Geometry,” that examined his own works as
well those by Sherrie Levine and Jeff Koons through the lens of Jean Baudrillard’s highly
influential book Simulations. Baudrillard had theorized that postindustrial society had moved
beyond representation, so that simulated copies no longer pointed to any meaning, but to “the
whole edifice of representation as itself a simulacrum.”5 Halley argued Levine’s watercolors
expressed “the simulacrum's fascination with nostalgia” by reducing the experience of viewing
modernist masterpieces to interacting with small boxes on a page. Similarly, he felt that Koons’s
process of encasement had “the same effect on the viewer that Baudrillard has described the
space program as having on the public. Koons, like NASA, has created a universe purged of
every threat to the senses, in a state of asepsis and weightlessness.”6

5

Jean Baudrillard, Simulations (New York, NY: Semiotext(e), 1983): 11.

6

Peter Halley, “The Crisis in Geometry,” Arts Magazine 58, no. 1 (June 1984): 114.
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In accordance with Baudrillard’s theories, “Simulationists” were thought to demonstrate
how the signs of commodity culture and mass reproduction signify society’s insatiable and
empty appetite to consume. Furthermore, it was widely held that interest in the individual’s
relationship to objects coincided with an expansion of commercial culture and stratification of
wealth amid the socio-economic backdrop of Reagan’s America. Therefore, like “Appropriation
art,” “Simulationism” became a loaded term that represented a certain political and theoretical
stance. Whereas appropriation had become linked to a decidedly critical position, Simulationism
and Neo-Geo art was thought to cynically demonstrate a type of critical complicity.
Simulationism’s reputation of cynicism was exacerbated by the fact a number of artists
associated with Simulationism—Jeff Koons chief among them—gained intense commercial
success. However, the attempt to classify and group different artists according to such labels
proved problematic. The majority of the artists associated with the Neo-Geo label dismissed the
term as a misnomer, a marketing strategy, or an easy category for critics looking to conveniently
place artists in a linear narrative of art history. Jeff Koons has himself stated, “Neo-geo felt like
every five years the art world wants a new art world, a new emergence, new artists. Was there
really a neo-geo? I don’t think so.”7 In large part, this desire for easy classifications and trendy
groupings played into polarized readings of 1980s art.
Despite their rejection of the Neo-Geo grouping, the eight artists included in the 1986
Flash Art panel at Pat Hearn Gallery form the core of the artists associated with Neo-Geo label.
Over the course of the discussion moderated by Peter Nagy, it becomes clear that, although
artists see themselves as unique individuals, they share many of the same interests and face many
of the same issues. First and foremost, as the title suggests, the artists in the panel sought to

7

“'80s Then: Katy Siegel on Jeff Koons,” Artforum 41, no. 7 (March 2003): 253.
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distance themselves from criticality or “programmatic operative of original ‘Pictures’ practice”
as it was “outlined by critics such as Douglas Crimp and Craig Owens.”8 During the discussion,
Nagy pointed out that in each of the individual works of art, “there are two separate dialectics
operating: on one hand, the work is appealing to an audience primarily composed of artists and
intellectuals, and on the other to an audience primarily composed of collectors and dealers.”9 In
addition to the discussions on criticality and audience that took place over the course of the
panel, the participants addressed the question of desire, or “taking pleasure in objects and
commodities,” as Haim Steinbach defined it.10 “There is a stronger sense of being complicit with
the production of desire, what we traditionally call beautiful seductive objects, than being
positioned somewhere outside of it. In this sense the idea of criticality in art is also changing,”
Steinbach summarizes.11 In short, the issues of criticality, desire, and audience seemed to be
inextricably linked in the practices of each of these artists.
Over the course of the panel, Levine’s contributions were relatively few and cryptic.
Although Koons spoke more loquaciously, neither artist’s comments provide a sufficiently
thorough depiction of their engagement with these issues. In order to address the problems
surrounding the critical and public perception of Levine and Koons, I will pair each of the three
aforementioned concepts—criticality, audience, and desire—with one of the primary media with
which the two artists work. The first chapter of this thesis confronts the concept of criticality
alongside the medium of photography. The term criticality denotes those positions in art making

8

“From Criticism to Complicity,” ed. David Robbins, 46.

9

Ibid, 46.

10
11

Ibid, 46.
Ibid, 46.
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and art criticism that offer an oppositional stance to institutional and cultural norms. In the
context of 1980s art, criticality is strongly linked to “postmodernist photography” and its
appropriative strategies. As such, criticality has often been thought of as inherent to Levine's
photographic appropriations. Theory-driven analyses have often framed Levine’s photographs as
postmodernist negations of originality, authorship, and subjectivity, rather than complications of
these concepts. I aim to rectify this inequity by demonstrating how Levine’s collages and
canonical rephotographs engage with social issues and capitalist critique in ways that are not
fixed, but rather open-ended and ambiguous. On the other hand, one of my major contentions is
that Koons’s photographic series have not been sufficiently evaluated as forms of social critique.
As appropriation was more or less “institutionalized” by 1983, the subsequent wave of
appropriators to which Koons belonged was distanced from a critical dialogue. However, I will
highlight how Koons’s series of advertisements critique the negative social and economic
messages embedded in visual mass marketing.
My second chapter, pairing the concept of audience with the medium of painting, will
explore the intended audiences of Levine’s and Koons’s paintings. The significant growth of the
art market over the course of the 1980s meant the audience for art was itself expanding.
However, in the catalogue for Levine’s Whitney retrospective, the art historian Johanna Burton
pointed out that scholarship on “artists of the 1980s associated with appropriation” seldom
deliberates “the role(s) that those artists ascribed to the audience” or how these artists “were
themselves staging their own occupation and disruption of that role.”12 In their artistic practices,
Levine and Koons have each demonstrated a keen awareness of the role of the viewer. On

12

Johanna Burton, “Sherrie Levine, Beside Herself,” in Johanna Burton and Elizbeth Sussman, Sherrie Levine:
Mayhem (New Haven , CT: Yale University Press, 2011): 28.

7

numerous occasions, Koons has disclosed that his chief interest lies in making art accessible to
the interested laymen, whereas Levine has acknowledged that her work anticipates an artistically
educated audience. However, both Levine and Koons have borrowed from “high” and “low”
sources in ways that show that the issue of audience in their respective practices is more complex
than a simple “high” and “low” binary suggests.
The final chapter of my thesis considers the concept of desire in conjunction with the
medium of sculpture. Artists of the 1980s were aware of their dual role in the production and
consumption of images and objects—in art and in their everyday lives. As such, in their
sculptural practices they demonstrated how the lines between the art object and the commodity
object were dissolving. Levine is more commonly thought to engage with the psychoanalytic
side of desire, whereas Koons is thought to explore the meaning of desire in the realm of the art
commodity. I will demonstrate the value of an alternative reading of each artist’s interpretation
of desire, wherein both Levine’s and Koons’s sculptures compel viewers to confront their own
implicit relationships with the commodified art object—functioning here as the object of desire.

8

CHAPTER ONE:
CRITICALITY:
THE CRITICAL PRACTICES IN THE “PICTURES” OF SHERRIE LEVINE AND JEFF
KOONS
Criticality has had a significant impact on the scholarship surrounding Levine and Koons.
The strongest critique of criticality in relation to art of the 1980s is presented in Abigail
Solomon-Godeau’s 1987 essay, “Living with Contradictions: Critical Practices in the Age of
Supply-Side Aesthetics.” As Solomon-Godeau notes, in contradistinction to other media,
“postmodernist photography was identified with a specifically critical stance,” namely due to the
“extent that this work was supported and valorized for its subversive potential.”13 Critical
support for photographic appropriation greatly contributed to the idea that opposition was
fundamental to the integrity of artistic practice and discourse. Often, those who took an anticritical or affirmative approach to culture or capitalism were seen as willfully negligent at best
and corrosive to the discipline at worst.
Criticality was thought of as inherent to Levine's practice—not only because of the
critical discourse applied to her work, but also because, early on, she supported this reading
herself. Along with Richard Prince, Levine was considered “perhaps the emblematic figure” of a
critical postmodernism.14 Nevertheless, as appropriation and pastiche became accepted styles
synonymous with a criticality, the work was no longer able to maintain the critical distance
necessary for institutional critique. Levine reported her frustrations with the “Appropriation”
label and the discourse surrounding her work when she appeared on the cover of ARTnews in

13
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May of 1986 (fig.1). In conversation with Gerald Marzorati she stated: “Almost all the critical
support for my work was coming from a leftist, academic reading of it...I was very appreciative,
even collaborative. But at some point I began to feel boxed in...People weren't reading what I
was doing as photographs or drawings or watercolors but as position papers.”15 Marzorati’s
profile centered on essential factors seldom considered in Levine’s oeuvre, including the impact
of her biography, education, and artistic influences. He revealed her practice to be traditionalist,
sparked by sharp wit, and shaped with creativity and playfulness. Her appropriative methods
were about more than “copying”—she visually appreciated the images she selected, and selected
them to be visually appreciated.16
For the last two decades, scholars have advocated for broader inquiries into Levine's
subjectivity, iconography, and processes. In Mayhem, the catalogue published in conjunction
with Levine’s 2012 Whitney retrospective, Johanna Burton submitted:
We've seen how Levine's work was, from its beginning, understood to exert a kind of
critical impulse... But what would it mean to say now that Levine's work might never
have “aimed” for such critical status… In other words, what else does Levine's work do –
– or, perhaps even better, how else does it operate?17
Creating an accurate and balanced understanding of Levine’s pictures requires that thought be
directed towards her images, why she might have chosen them, where she sourced them, and
how they were technically produced; but also, to how her visual imagery is experienced by the
viewer. Examining her silhouetted collages and her rephotographs after Evans, this chapter will
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attempt to show how Levine’s works demonstrate the complexities of psychologically layered
images rather than partisan political “purity or correctness.”18
Conversely, from early on in his career, Koons has been associated with an absence of
criticality. By 1983, appropriation, which had “once been understood to be performing a critical
function” was subsumed by the art market and its critical positioning “had become increasingly
obfuscated and difficult to justify.”19 Furthermore, Koons frequently articulated that he was
against criticality. In 1987, he published his artistic manifesto, Baptism, in Artforum (fig. 2). His
title refers to the Christian sacrament that symbolically removes the guilt and shame of original
sin delivered onto humanity by Adam and Eve. The seven-page spread featured a self-portrait,
“an image of Don Quixote, followed by one of George Washington's pews in St. Paul's Chapel, a
Riemenschneider sculpture, an image of Alexander the Great's ring, [and] a pianoforte...”20
Naturally, one wonders how these images relate or fit together. What is the common thread
running between Capodimonte porcelain, George Washington, Gothic sculpture, a historical
artifact, and a gilded piano? The best answer is that they are objects that would not be considered
in the realm of high art. The images were coupled with the text “TO BE FOREVER FREE IN
THE POWER GLORY SPIRITUALITY AND ROMANCE LIBERATED MAINSTREAM
CRITICALITY GONE.” The words “criticality gone” captioned an image of a porcelain
decoration being shattered by the blow of a hammer. In conjunction with the title, this gesture
symbolically destroyed the stigma placed on these objects that might be called “kitsch.”
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It is crucial to note that for Koons, the term criticality is entirely synonymous with
judgment, thus merging with the ideas of beauty, importance, and even validity. Throughout his
career, Koons has upheld the belief that affirmation of the viewer is the artist’s primary
responsibility. His subjects––from vacuum cleaners and appliances to basketballs and statues of
personalities such as Bob Hope and Michael Jackson––are therefore thought to support
American culture and celebrity. Because of this rhetoric, or perhaps in spite of it, Koons's work
is often cast as superficial. He agreed, “this is because they [critics] discover a lack of critical
direction in my work. My art leaves it up to the viewer to decide whether or not to
participate...”21 His quotation demonstrates that while he is all-accepting and wants to eliminate
hierarchy in what art can be, he is open to the viewer's subjectivity and opinion on what art has
value. Therefore, one could argue that Koons’s work is not devoid of criticism. Rather, it is
critical of the ways that taste is prescribed by certain art world protocols and hierarchies. By
challenging the status quo on what is tasteful, Koons rebukes critics who have the authority to
shape public opinion. This chapter will look at how the photographic series of advertisements he
produced for Equilibrium and Luxury and Degradation are critical of the deceptive and
manipulative qualities of advertising. This section pairs criticality with photography, or
“pictures,” to demonstrate that criticality is neither inherent nor nonexistent, but rather an
element that is constantly in flux in the works presented by Levine and Koons.22
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1A. REALITY AND REPRESENTATION

Reality and representation were two crucial concepts for the Pictures generation. In 1979,
the artist and critic Thomas Lawson founded the magazine Real Life with writer Susan Morgan.
Lawson had envisioned the magazine to be a “forum for our generation to speculate on the
general culture, a place for artists to talk about and with artists, discuss each other's work and
consider the work that had influenced us.”23 Interestingly, Sherrie Levine had been the one to
suggest this title for the magazine, after some nights of group deliberation carried out in bars.24
“Real life” had become something of a watchword, for, on the one hand, the redundancy of
“real” in its description of life indicated hyper-reality––that state where society can no longer
distinguish between lived experience and its simulation. On the other hand, “real life” could be
used in contradistinction to the facsimile, replica, or myth. Thus, the term’s ability to perform
paradoxically, ironically, or in earnest perfectly aligned with the attitude of the artists in
question. Lawson explained that artists sought to bring everyday life into perspective through art:
"but how do you do that, and what is real life? Is it our experience, or is it the stories that are told
to us? I think that's what people were trying to work through."25
Real Life featured the reproduction of a collage by Levine on the cover of its first
issue. Untitled (1979) (fig. 3) depicted a woman in an apron standing alongside the bust of a
child that she was presumably sculpting. Levine cut the picture into the silhouette of a girl's head
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so that both “must be read through each other”––the woman, inside the girl, creating the child.26
This representation of womanhood conflated artistic creativity with childrearing, in that both the
sculptor and the mother are responsible for “shaping” the child.27 The model first seems to
symbolize the trope of the pleasant, direct, and engaging housewife or mother. Still, when one
considers how this is a mere representation and not "real life," the smile the model dons suddenly
takes on an uncanny “Stepford Wives” deference. This slippage of meaning is a symptom of the
inability to contextualize the image properly. Indeed, in the 1979 rewrite to his Pictures essay,
Crimp asserted, “a picture is an object of desire for a signification that is known to be absent”
and explained Levine's silhouetted collages lost any “autonomous power of signification” when
they were removed from their original locations and imbued with psychological tension.28
For the rest of her silhouetted collages, Levine tore images of models from fashion
magazines and framed them within the profiles of Washington, Lincoln, and Kennedy. These
easily recognizable profiles were derived from those which appear on the quarter, the penny, and
the half-dollar coin.29 There seems to be a clear commentary on commodity/capitalism, as the
glamorous fashion models are literally constrained by political symbols derived from the official
American currency that defines economic class. The audience, quite literally, cannot separate the
women from the all-encompassing male perspective. However, the presidential outlines would
also be hollow without the women. One could even say that the presidency is no less subject to
the day’s (political) fashions than to high fashion—and thus the power dynamic shifts back in
26
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favor of the women who currently hold the platform and the means to shift contemporary taste
and thought. The content is thus focused on power dynamics as they relate to privilege, platform,
and gender within the parameters of patriarchal society.30
Cut-out in the shape of George Washington, President Collage:1 (fig.4) shows a
glamorously dressed woman who is likely looking into a mirror (out of view) while she
considers if a particular earring will match her outfit. Someone is standing to the woman's left
side, but they have been cropped from the picture. Here, the outline of Washington humorously
queries: how many dollar bills would it take to achieve this look? In another work that appears in
Lincoln's shape, Untitled (President: 4) (fig. 5), a model in bold, red lipstick wears a hat that sits
just above her brow. Her unnervingly direct gaze is hard to interpret and becomes more elusive
with time. Is it an expression of desire, seduction, annoyance, fatigue, or emptiness? A technique
of prolonged exposure blurs her face, and light leaks impart a hazy ambiance. The woman
pictured in Untitled (President: 5) (fig. 6) offers even less information, as she looks away from
the camera's lens entirely with attention focused on something far out of the frame. All three
collages highlight the narrative function of representational photography. There is no discernable
setting to offer any clues, and yet, like film stills, they capture unspecified emotions and provide
a glimpse into some larger story that is not being presented.
In 1979, Valentin Tatransky published a review of this series––Collage and the Problem
of Representation: Sherrie Levine's new work––in Real Life. He argued that the tradition of
collage allowed for complex, emotional communication in two ways. First, collage placed a
heightened emphasis on intimate, emotional engagement with the work. “Unlike the pop artist or
the photorealist who amplifies the found images through reproduction, Levine presents them at
30
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face value, in their original scale, for their quality.”31 Secondly, collage allowed Levine to
highlight the communicative power of the images she chose while maintaining a distance from
them. In contrast to painting, collage digests and regurgitates the aesthetics of the American
visual culture back to the viewer more precisely. Tatransky explained, “representation is the
carrier of emotion, the carrier of the body's genius, whereas illustration simply explains. Levine's
work does not explain. Instead it subverts an image originally intended illustratively and makes it
a representation, fills it with the emotional resonance of memory.”32 Tatransky praised Levine's
ability to cultivate distance between illustration and representation, meaning and uncertainty—
her ability to take something whole and make it fragmentary and contradictory so that it could be
considered anew.
Levine's images do not explain themselves but persuade the viewer to question why they
have cultural meaning in the first place. The models function in relation to the presidential
profiles that shape them precisely because they are generic, reproduced images of luxury and
desire, gender and sexuality —of sales—in relation to the coinage. The presidents that surround
them are equally generic and call to mind abstract thoughts of nation or patriotism or heroism.
To borrow from early Barthes, the images represent second order discourse, that is, myth. Here,
we might consider how having a concrete context for these images would change their myth and
thus their meaning. The sources for her collages have never been revealed or discussed.
However, they were, in fact, “real-life” advertisements shot for Valentino, Giorgio Armani, and
Les Copains, (fig. 7-9) each of which were published in an issue of Italian Vogue from
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September of 1979. This content falls directly between representation and reality because
magazines are equally responsible for setting and perpetuating beauty standards. Untitled:
(President 1), for example, was taken from a campaign for Valentino. The aperture was focused
on the model, Tara Shannon, who is flanked by two individuals. One person appears to be
measuring her waist or altering her dress, while the other holds an earring to her cheek for
consideration. The image aims to illustrate—i.e., to fully explain—the glamorous life of a high
fashion model that comes fully equipped with an entourage of seamstresses and stylists. If
encountered in its original setting (the magazine), a viewer would be less likely to question the
image's autonomy because it cannot be self-critical; their main objective was to market the model
and the clothing she wears as desirable to a female audience. Correspondingly, had Levine's
handiwork not cropped the trademarks, the viewer would be more focused on the representation
of women by Vogue, Giorgio Armani, and Le Copains, than by society as a whole. Presented
with the “full picture,” so to speak, there is less room to speculate what exists on the periphery.
Levine's collages make for an interesting comparison to the series of Nike posters Koons
first exhibited with Equilibrium at International with Monument in 1985. This body of work was
thematically centered on the false promises of advertising, which suggests criticality, a position
of thinking against, or at the least the acknowledgment of sales tactics themselves. Like Levine's
collages, Koons exhibited his posters in their original scale and form. However, as the art
historian Amy Brandt notes, “unlike Levine and Prince, who clipped segments of ads and illicitly
used them,” Koons purchased the posters and met with representatives at the Nike headquarters
in Beaverton, Oregon, for authorization to use them.33 First established as Blue Ribbon Sports in
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1964, the company only changed its title to Nike, Inc. in 1978.34 Nike’s brand awareness steadily
increased throughout the 1980s, before exploding with the hugely successful 1988 campaign that
first used the iconic slogan “Just Do It.”35 The earlier 1985 campaign sought to increase product
desirability through an association with then-famous NBA superstars. The professional athletes’
endorsement conferred success, fame, and cultural relevance to the brand, thereby luring in
consumers. When Koons exhibited his Equilibrium works he clearly expressed in interviews that
he found Nike’s endorsement-based advertising process to be disingenuous and misleading,
clarifying:
In dealing with Nikes, I am dealing with unachievable sociological states of being.
Having my Nike posters there, the great deceivers – with references to not only Nike [the
goddess of victory], but to sirens, the mythological temptresses and deceivers: ‘Oh come
on!’ ‘I’ve achieved it’ ‘I’ve done it’ ‘I’m a star’…36
Shedding a light on the artist’s intention for the work, in a sense, the viewer who knows this
information is more likely to home in on a (critical) interpretation.
By placing commercial advertisements within the confines of a gallery, Koons declared
them artworks vis-à-vis Duchamp. Nevertheless, his decision to frame the posters and display
them unaltered allowed them to function similarly to the originals. In a humorous tone, curator
Scott Rothkopf wrote, “Duchamp at least had the decency to emphasize his transmutative powers
by using a urinal or a shovel other than as they were intended (which is to say as sculpture), but
the Nike posters function precisely as they should (which is to say hanging on a wall, awaiting
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our regard).”37 Indeed, Levine and Koons are both interested in the representation and representation, but the largest difference between their works is: Levine’s collages lose their
autonomous power of signification in favor of transmutative powers; Koons’ posters retain their
autonomous power of signification and therefore resign any transmutative powers. Where
Duchamp would place a signature, Levine removed the brand names, and Koons allowed for
focus to remain on Nike because of its allegorical power.
One poster, titled Rising Stars (fig. 10), showed five children at the feet of Walter
“Clyde” Frazier of the New York Knicks, surrounded by two clusters of multi-colored balloons.
In a calligraphic font at the top of the image, the title’s plural form here punnily refers to the
growing children. Frazier and the children that literally “look up” to him all wear Nike attire.
One might consider how the iconography speaks to societal norms of success and how that
success is to be achieved. Taking Frazier as a role model, the children are encouraged to reach
greatness by following in his path. Nike's role in this process is simultaneously obvious and
subliminal—they are coaching the next generation of elite athletes. Another member of the
Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame appears in Moses (fig. 11). Moses Malone persists
as one of the best players of all time but is here elevated to a religious prophet's status. Standing
in a valley filled with basketballs and holding a staff in the shape of the Nike check logo, he is
likened to the Old Testament figure of the same name who is said to have led the Israelites across
the desert to the Holy Land.
Almost a decade after Koons first exhibited Moses at International with Monument,
it was included in the Whitney Museum’s 1994 landmark exhibition The Black Male:
Representations of Masculinity. This exhibition featured works by Adrian Piper, Glenn Ligon,
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David Hammons, Carrie Mae Weems, and Barkley Hendricks, all of which stimulated a larger
cultural conversation on gender, race, and identity politics. The depth and complexity
collectively displayed by these artists clashed with another reality that the curator Thelma
Golden sought to expose— “media fascination around black masculinity is always concentrated
in three areas: sex, crime, and sports.”38 Context is crucial to reading (which is why reading
cannot be solely formal or even iconographic in the limited sense) and meaning shift whenever
context does. In the context of The Black Male, the viewer is more likely able to perceive how
the Nike posters were marked by deeper racial stereotypes. These stereotypes are most evident in
the juxtaposition between Koons’s Secretary of Defense (fig. 12) and The Dynasty on 34th (fig.
13).39 One of the few advertisements to feature a Caucasian athlete, Secretary of Defense, shows
Bobby Jones sitting on a desk in a blue pinstripe suit. Jones’s name appears on the desk plate,
and his posture is that of a politician in a position of power. This setting blatantly departed from
those staged for the rest of the campaign, like The Dynasty on 34th Street. The latter composition
showed five men of color dressed in sportswear on an outdoor basketball court. They interact
with the camera by challenging the viewer to a game, while their informal gestures and the
public setting diametrically oppose the high-profile profession and restricted location of Bobby
Jones. Koons exhibited these two posters across from each other in the 1985 exhibition with the
intention of criticality.40 Katy Siegel states, “Koons’s choices foreground the way these almost
exclusively black athletes are cast not just as stars, but in roles whose claim to power and respect
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reflects a traditional social system that in fact denies power or respect to most AfricanAmericans.”41 Indeed, this critical dialogue was highlighted by Koons’s choices and later made
all the more visible through Golden’s curatorial placement and lens of The Black Male.
In these two series, Levine and Koons jointly expose how economic and political power
are negotiated through the cultural images one encounters on a daily basis. In acknowledging the
real influence that these images have to structure contemporary readings of gender and race, both
artists expose photography’s position between representation and reality. Choosing images that
represent generic narratives, tropes, myths, and stereotypes—or what Koons’s called
“unachievable sociological states of being”—these series act as social critiques. However, this
analysis also sought to demonstrate the powerful sway that context has on meaning. Levine’s
collages and Koons’s posters show that criticality is predicated on the contextual information
that can be ascertained internally (from the image) and externally (from its placement). Placing
these two series in conversation works to dispel the notion that Levine’s criticality can be
assumed or that Koons’s work lacks criticality.
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1B. FINE ART AND THE ARCHIVE

In 2008, Okwui Enwezor curated Archive Fever: Uses of the Document in Contemporary
Art at the International Center of Photography. The exhibition featured the work of twenty-four
artists, including Levine, working in the media of photography and film that explored how
appropriated images are recontextualized and organized in an archival fashion. Enwezor's
catalogue essay incorporated an epigraph by Michel Foucault to introduce the complex nature of
the archive. As Foucault stated:
The archive is first the law of what can be said, the system that governs the appearance of
statements as unique events. But the archive is also that which determines that all these
things said do not accumulate endlessly in an amorphous mass, nor are they inscribed in
an unbroken linearity, nor do they disappear at the mercy of chance external accidents.”42
Every press of the camera's shutter indexically records the existence of a subject/object in time
and space. It is an irrefutable event suspended and captured for later retrieval. As such, “every
photograph, every film is a priori an archival object.”43 Documentary evidence of humanity is
therefore overwhelmingly vast, and it becomes necessary to file and organize visual information
so that it can be appropriately accessed, referenced, and appreciated. The archival process
ensures that documents of personal, historical, and socio-cultural value are maintained for
posterity. By likening appropriation to archiving, Enwezor demonstrates how artists’ who “steal”
might instead be engaged in the act of preservation. This section will consider how Levine’s
photographs after Walker Evans and Koons’s liquor advertisements from Luxury and
Degradation function between art and archive.
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In 1981, Levine duplicated twenty-two pictures captured by Walker Evans and exhibited
them under her name at Metro Pictures. Yet, she did not obscure her source since each
rephotographs was titled After Walker Evans: 1-22, with a corresponding number. The Farm
Security Administration had commissioned Evans to document the plight rural Americans
suffered in the Great Depression.44 As a photojournalist, the images he captured between 19351938 were, therefore, ethnographic archives meant to objectively communicate the moment's
grave circumstances.45 However, Evans's compositions are also celebrated in the realm of fine art
for their intense portrayal of emotion, worry, and poverty, as well as for their formal classicism.
Again, photographic meaning is contingent on where and how an image is presented. As Allan
Sekula indicated in the “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning,” “a photograph is an
‘incomplete’ utterance, a message that depends on some external matrix of conditions and
presuppositions for its readability.”46 The meaning of Evan’s FSA photographs therefore change
according to their presentation – and Sherrie Levine’s reiteration of Evans further complicates
the conditions that shape such readability.
Levine likely sourced her images from Walker Evans: First and Last—a book published
by the artist's estate after his death.47 The images were not duplicated from negatives—thus
Levine disturbed the authenticity and aura of the artwork, while pointing to the fact that it had
already been disturbed by the vast number of copies in circulation. “The pictures I make are
really ghosts of ghosts; their relationship to the original images is tertiary, i.e. three or four times
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removed,” Levine admitted.48 “I wanted to put a picture on top of a picture so that there are times
when both pictures disappear and other times when they’re both manifest; that vibration is
basically what the work’s about for me.”49 Copying reproductions illustrated in a widely
distributed book shrewdly exposed the photograph's technical condition (its reproducibility)
while heightening the sense of displacement. The audience sees Evans’s image, but also wants to
see Levine’s, and the inability to make either wholly present produces the “vibration” that the
artist speaks of.
The representation of Allie Mae Burroughs in After Walker Evans #4 (fig. 14) is perhaps
the most frequently discussed image of all Levine’s rephotographs. Burroughs is photographed
straight on, and her furrowed brown and squinted eyes communicate that, for some reason, she is
not fully at ease. The worn qua of the wood behind her seems to add to this sense of
perseverance through weathering and hardship. Yet, what portion of this subjective reading
belongs to Evans; to Levine; to Burroughs; or even to Enwezor? In many ways, Levine’s citation
of Evans questions what really makes the fine art photograph valuable—is it subjectivity,
objectivity, content, context (past or present), or the sole author? By foregrounding these
questions, Levine acts as the curator. Craig Owens once asserted, “in all her work Levine has
assumed the functions of the dealer, the curator, the critic—everything but the creative artist.”50
It is true that here the artist oscillates between each of the roles listed; but if Levine is not a
creative artist than what is she? Staking this claim emphasizes a reading of her work as the
negation of artistic values of Modernism and paternal authorship that undercuts the ability to
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observe her as an artist in her own right. Levine’s photographs provide visual information that is
almost identical to Evans’s—but they are not the same. Provided that, these images are not
physically taken from one context and placed in another in the same way that her silhouetted
collages or Koons’s Nike posters are.
Levine’s works have just as much autonomy as Evans’s do. In a sense, their afterness is
more concerned with a temporal after than an authorial after. Howard Singerman, the art
historian and author of the most comprehensive book on Levine—Art History, After Sherrie
Levine—speaks to this by offering a nuanced reading that focuses on the meaning of
spectatorship. He observes, “Levine's After Walker Evans photographs are not just ‘to be looked
at’ to borrow a phrase from feminist film theory, but have also in a sense, always already been
seen; they are the records of spectating.”51 As discussed in the Flash Art panel, the artist is a
producer, but also a consumer. Levine is a spectator before she is a curator, critic, dealer, or
artist. While her spectatorship precedes her other tasks, it also anticipates the spectatorship of her
audience.52 Therefore, in the subjects she chooses—the what—she must be pointing to
something within the image that struck her. Drawing from Evan’s prolific body of work, she
produced only twenty-two images. The subjects she chose were limited to individual portraits,
group portraits, home interiors, gravesites, and church facades. In a sense, they testify to
historical reality—the fact that these were real people living in real houses, with real possessions,
belief systems, and personal lives. At the same time, by removing the original titling, Levine
obscures the vital historical facts and entangles her subjects in the melodrama of the American
family.
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For example, in After Walker Evans #2, (fig. 15) Levine revived a lesser-known image of
the Burroughs family standing outside of their cabin on a sunny day.53 Here, Allie Mae is smiling
beside her husband while loosely holding one of their children from behind. Her individuality is
replaced by the conception of wife and mother—chiefly because Levine’s titling credits Evans
but strips the subjects of their proper names and their identities. She and her husband, Floyd
Burroughs, are not mentioned by name, nor are their children. The spectator thus interacts with
and subsumes these images under the more general category of “family.” Her images of churches
and graves function similarly, and are detached from specific locations or bodies, but stand-in for
those larger symbols of religion and death; their anonymity transforming them into those
“symbols of barely graspable aspects of life.”54 Nevertheless, as Singerman points out, these
images have “already been seen.” This is true whether or not the viewer is intimately familiar
with Evans’s work—the concept of photographing a grave speaks to the sociological and
anthropological motivation for documenting.
The last image in the series, After Walker Evans #22, (fig. 16) is thematically different
from the others Levine claimed. It pictures a hand-painted billboard for J.M. McDonald Furn Co.
that promises to “furnish your home complete” with linoleum rugs and refrigerators. It
symbolically speaks to the comforts of home and family, while it also contrasts with the financial
realities that rural families, such as the Burroughs, faced during the Great Depression.55 The
painting within the billboard portrays a well-furnished living room where two adults are seated
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on a couch while two children play—but it is clearly dated (not from recent history). Its antique
appearance demonstrates that it does not belong to “us” in the now, but to someone else who
came before. The layered presentation creates a similar psychological reading to the collages––it
is a picture of a picture, of a painting. Burton asserted “if we wish to obtain the fullest
understanding of Levine's work, we must consider not only how she underlines shifts in meaning
as any image moves from context to context, but also how her own work’s significance changes
as it moves between its own (now) historical context and the contemporary one.”56 Indeed,
returning to Levine’s vibration, it can also be said that her works vibrate between then and now,
or here and there, by naturally exposing themselves as archives.
The previous section explored how advertisements are caught between representation and
reality. However, as evidenced by After Walker Evans #22, the passage of time can also turn
advertisements into archival records. As such, decades later, it is easier to observe how Koons’
advertisements document the socioeconomic mood of the 1980s. In 1986, the artist appropriated
a series of liquor advertisements for Luxury and Degradation. For this series exclusively
centered on the theme of alcohol, he contacted seven different brands—Bacardi, Meyer's,
Frangelico, Hennessey, Martell, Gordon's, and Dewar's—after seeing their billboards advertised
throughout New York City’s subway stations.57 He negotiated with lawyers and ad agencies to
be granted access to the full-size negatives and made his reproductions with the same printers
who created the originals.58 They were, therefore, identical to the originals with one exception—
their medium. Koons made a conscious decision to increase the amount of oil in the inks and
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print them onto canvas instead of paper.59 Jeanne Siegel wondered why he went so far as to refer
to them as paintings, when they were, indeed, printed images.60 Koons explained his rationale
was for his audience “to have a stronger confrontation with the image as an object.”61 Where
artists like Warhol deliberately invited the chance mutations brought on by the silkscreen, Koons
intended to replicate the original advertisements mechanically with a different material quality
and level of objecthood. This presents a tension between art and archive: As mechanical
reproductions of photographic advertisements Koons’s works are archives, yet as paintings they
are also expressly “works of art.” As Koons put it, “they are not rephotographed” and “they
weren’t painted by hand. They were painted by machine.”62
The most frequently discussed work from this series, I Could Go For Something
Gordon's (fig. 17) depicts a couple on the beach. The woman, dressed entirely in white and
seated before an easel, appears self-assured and cooly fixated on the palette in her hand. The
man, resting in the sand just behind her, gazes up at her lovingly, while holding or gently tugging
on the edge of her cotton blouse. How exactly is this image selling gin? The text next to the man,
“I could go for something Gordon’s” acts like a thought bubble mapping the man’s ideation: the
one thing that would enhance this already perfect moment is a cold drink. As with Levine, one
should consider what struck Koons in his selection of these particular advertisements. Drawing
attention to the work’s criticality, Koons stated that in the Luxury and Degradation ads “the
purpose was not so much to direct the viewer as to define social class structure.”63 A rum ad,
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Aqui Bacardi (fig. 18) lures the viewer into the action of the scene by utilizing a higher camera
angle. The viewer is put in the position of a man holding dominoes, sitting across from woman
holding a drink. The work appeals to a Latino demographic directly by writing in Spanish and
showing dominoes, which are a beloved pastime of Caribbean Latinos of Puerto Rico and the
Dominican Republic; while Hennessy: The Civilized Way to Lay Down the Law (fig. 19) depicts
an African American couple seated at a desk. The desk lamp casts the room in a warm glow and
the city is dark outside the window, causing the viewer to infer they have just settled down for a
nightcap after a long day's work. Whereas I Could Go For Something Gordon’s marketed a
leisurely beach day, Aqui Bacardi and Henessey: The Civilized Way to Lay Down the Law
promised the happiness of family game night and a cozy home in the heart of a city associated
with comfortable financial status and lifestyle. In his choice of these images, Koons aimed to
stress that the advertisements were not selling alcohol but coveted moments of ease,
entertainment, and comfort to specific demographics.
Koons held that the visual strategies in sales became more abstract as social class
increased. To show this he duplicated two ads from Frangelico: Stay in Tonight (fig.
20) and Find a Quiet Table (fig. 21). Both illustrate the flowing liquor in gold hues. In
comparison to the other advertisements, the text here is smaller and shorter. They are not
suggestions, but commands: “Stay in tonight.” and “Find a quiet table.” With only three words,
the first steers the consumer to enjoy the convenience and intimacy of an evening at home, while
the latter entices with a romantic evening of hushed discourse. However, what they promise is
not depicted, but imagined. The Frangelico ads rely on a higher level of introspection, but they
also rely on a greater level of obscurity, mystery, and abstraction. This is because as social class
increases, basic needs and material wants are satisfied, and desires become more abstract. As
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Koons put it, “the Aqui Baccardi ad is defining a mentality and the desirability of luxury on an
income of $15,000 or less…Whereas the Frangelico ads are defining a $45,000 and up income,
which is more concerned with being lost in one’s own thought patterns.”64
Critics writing against Simulationism took these works as proof that Koons was cynically
reifying the commodity in the moment of Reagan era wealth, despite the fact that the artist stated
he disagreed with Baudrillard and Reaganomics.65 In fact, Koons explained that “with
Reaganism, social mobility is collapsing, and instead of a structure composed of low, middle,
and high income levels, we’re down to low and high only. Reaganism has defined two ends, and
these are the areas where insecurity is greatest. My work stands in opposition to this trend.”66 If
critics argue one way, and the artist another, where does this leave the viewer? The text within
the images has not been placed there by Koons—as it would be in the case of Barbara Kruger’s
acerbic critiques of advertising images—so there is no imagery within the work to tell us his
position. (There is nothing within Levine’s rephotographs to explain her stance, either). Yet,
Koons’s titles repeat the ad slogans, reiterating the words that are already there. Of course, it is
entirely possible the viewer will succumb to the imagery and feel the desire to head to the liquor
store. One could say this is the effect of Koons’s vibration—the tension between desire and
denial. As Sekula observed in his investigation of photographic meaning, “photographs achieve
semantic status as fetish objects and as documents. The photograph is imagined to have,
depending on its context, a power that is primarily affective or a power that is primarily
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informative.”67 Levine and Koons each demonstrate how the distinction between the
photograph’s status as fetish object (an artwork) and a document is merely imagined.
Throughout this chapter, I have sought to challenge widespread misconceptions about the
nature of criticality in the photographs of Levine and Koons. We have seen that, because her
work is rooted in ambiguity, duality, and contradiction, Levine does not take up a singularly
critical stance. Her silhouetted collages are not only commodity critiques, but case studies on the
mutability of meaning itself. Similarly, her photographs after Evans are not a repudiation of the
modernist notions of originality, authorship, and subjectivity, but obfuscations of those issues.
On the other hand, though Koons is often aligned with complicity, his advertisements clearly
reflect a critical opposition to the manipulative visual strategies of marketing and advertising.
His Nike posters show how the promises of success, fame, and fortune are bartered and sold
alongside products. His liquor advertisements further this discussion by proving that the abstract
concepts of fame and fortune will continue to elude our grasp—becoming even more abstract as
social class and wealth increase. Levine’s and Koons’s photographs reveal that criticality does
not exist in a vacuum but is constantly in flux, mutating according to such factors as the
photograph’s readability, its contextual placement, and the subjectivity of the viewer.
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CHAPTER TWO:
AUDIENCE:
THE ROLE OF THE AUDIENCE
CONVEYED THROUGH THE PAINTINGS OF SHERRIE LEVINE AND JEFF KOONS
In a 1993 interview, Constance Lewallen asked Sherrie Levine how she felt about Jeff
Koons's work in relation to her own. Levine replied:
I am not sure ... actually, there are a lot of similarities and I have always thought Koons
was an extremely interesting artist. He's one of the first artists of my generation whose
work I knew in New York. But the biggest difference between our work is our subject
matter. My subject matter is high art and his is popular culture.68
Her response is intriguing, while vague. Interestingly, in articulating the differences she
perceived between Jeff Koons’s art and her own, she alludes to the dichotomy between “high
art” and “popular culture.” These terms at once signify the artists’ subject matter selection and
their audiences: Levine’s work, she suggests, appeals to an audience educated in art historical
tradition, whereas Koons’s work appeals to a broader and less informed crowd. Focusing on the
medium of painting, this chapter explores the apparent binary to which Levine briefly alludes in
her 1993 interview. Through this examination, I seek to complicate the perceived separation
between the “high art” and “popular culture” audiences.
In the Mayhem catalogue, Burton remarked that contemporary scholarship on
appropriation art rarely devotes attention to the vital relationship between the artist and their
audience.69 As she explains, “how and why images could be received, and by whom, are
questions passed over in lieu of considering various elements of artistic intention and
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production.”70 The images, subjects, and styles appropriated by an artist cannot be fully decoded
by a viewer without a pre-conceived point of reference in their visual lexicon. To illustrate this
opacity through an example—someone who has never seen the Mona Lisa will not fully receive
the impact of Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q. Artists working in the1970s and 1980s—such as Levine
and Koons—who often juggled the anxiety of influence, the death of painting, and the expansion
of the art market had (and continue to have) a very clear understanding of their audience—and
their own positions as members of an audience. Koons first made his opinions on audience
known during the panel discussion at Pat Hearn Gallery. As he explained:
To me, the issue of being able to capture a general audience and also have the art stay on
the highest orders is of great interest...Almost like television, I tell a story that is easy for
anyone to enter into and on some level enjoy… [however] if they want to continue to deal
in an art vocabulary I hope that would happen, because by all means I am not trying to
exclude high-art vocabulary.71
By contrast, during that same year Levine told Marzorati “when I work, I project an ideal
viewer, someone who knows the history of my work, who knows the things my work has been
about. But...I hope these pictures can be enjoyed on a visceral level too.”72 Speaking more
bluntly in an interview in 1996 she stated, “I’m not much of a populist when it comes to art
appreciation, and I’m more interested in affecting a few people deeply. I intend the work to be a
slow read and want it to be discomforting.”73 Thus, Koons’s chief interest lies in making art
accessible to the interested laymen, whereas Levine caters to an artistically educated audience.
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Correspondingly, the medium where Levine and Koons differ most starkly—both in style
and conceptual motivation—is painting. When she began to paint, Levine sought to distance
herself from some of the discourse around her work by asking “what has been repressed in my
art, repressed by the rhetoric around it?”74 Thus, her return to painting had been a strategic move,
insofar as she was seeking to reignite conversations about originality, pleasure, aura, form,
expression, and intentionality that had either died out or gone unobserved. It was around this
time she also placed a greater premium on humor and irony in her paintings (likely, to offset the
dry application of theory to her work.) “I wanted it to be possible for people to see my work as
funny and not feel they had to apologize for it.”75 She continued to clarify, “I always thought
there was something funny about what I was doing—which is not to say it wasn’t serious.”76 It is
in her formalist stripe paintings, punny “Knot Paintings” series after George Herriman’s comic
strip, Krazy Kat, that humor is most evident. These are the works to be discussed herein.
In 1991, Koons came out with Made in Heaven—a series of pornographic scenes
between himself and the adult film Ilona Staller, also known as La Ciccolina, who would later
become his wife. The critical backlash was powerful. Writing for The New York Times, Michael
Kimmelman commented, “just when it looked as if the 80’s were finally over, Jeff Koons has
provided one last, pathetic gasp of the sort of self-promoting hype and sensationalism that
characterized the worst of the decade.”77 Following this series, Koons ceased to produce overtly
autobiographical artworks or appropriate advertisements in their entirety. Beginning in his series
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Celebration (1993 -), he began to incorporate more child-like imagery, and his paintings were no
longer printed but hand painted by studio assistants. Eventually, Koons’s paintings would come
to be defined by an intense layering of cultural and art historical images using visual strategies
from Dada, Surrealism, and Pop Art. Like Levine, the shifts in Koons’s practice and rhetoric
seem to be part of a conscious effort to distance himself from discourse that he felt
misrepresented his intentions. This chapter addresses those misrepresentations, and challenges
the assumptions surrounding the intended and actual audiences of Levine’s and Koons’s work. In
its quotation of existing material, appropriation sets up an inherent duality of insiders—those
who have existing knowledge of the quoted work—and outsiders, those who don’t get the
reference. Understanding how these references are communicated or lost on an audience
elucidates the epistemological function of the artwork. With that said, it remains possible to take
in Levine’s and Koons’s paintings unpretensiously, simply engaging with their aesthetic
qualities.

2A. REFERENCE AND SIMULATION

In 1986, the Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston held one of the more significant
exhibitions of the decade, Endgame: Reference and Simulation in Recent Painting and Sculpture.
Among the twelve artists exhibited were Koons, Levine, and their neo-geo peers Peter Halley,
Philip Taaffe, and Haim Steinbach. Yet, one could argue that the exhibition’s significance had
far less to do with the participating artists than it did the way these individuals were classified
under the titular umbrella of “endgame” art. Etymologically speaking, the term endgame belongs
to chess. On the chessboard, or that square of sixty-four congruent checks where action and
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movement are strategically plotted, opponents vie to outwit one another. The endgame refers
only to that “final set of moves which will lead to the mating of the King—the ritual killing
which (out of respect) is never in fact carried out—but the indication of its inevitability signifies
the termination of play.”78 The curators of Endgame thereby equated the chess player to the
participating artists who had outmaneuvered and conquered their artistic predecessors to provoke
“modernism’s apparent demise.”79
Like many of the terms discussed thus far, endgame took on a specific meaning within
the context of 1980s art. Endgame often had a negative connotation, since many critics accused
artists of playing into strategies that halted artistic progress through the cynicism and
commodification of the art object. More specifically, many critics took issue with Simulationism,
an artistic strategy connected to Baudrillard’s theories and marked by “aesthetic reduplication,
this phase when, expelling all content and finality, it becomes somehow abstract and nonfigurative.”80 However, artists of the 1980s were not merely planting a flag, staking a claim, or
rejoicing in the death of painting with their references to previous artists and styles—they were
engaging in serious-play. The following pages will theorize how Levine and Koons turn art into
a playful historical game, rather than an endgame.
Sherrie Levine began creating stripe paintings in 1985. These paintings are not titled
“after” any singular artist but are rather simply titled either “broad” or “thin” stripe, depending
on the width of the lines she produced. If this title feels generic, it is because that was Levine’s
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intention.81 To a viewer from the general public, these works could easily be categorized among
the mass of unassuming decorative paintings available anywhere. However, when art critic Paul
Taylor referred to these paintings as the “apotheosis of non-reference,” Levine subtly corrected
him by mentioning how she found these works pleasing because “ostensibly they are nonreferential, but on the other hand they have all these references.”82 Indeed, shifting the audience
completely changes the meaning of these works. A viewer with an artistic education will likely
draw a connection between stripe painting and Minimalism—or, more specifically, the works of
Frank Stella or Bridget Riley, etc. In this context, Levine’s generic abstract styles are reductive
not just in the formalist sense, but also in a semiotic one, insofar as they transform into symbols
of modernist abstraction.
Discussing an earlier event may give this issue a little more weight: Levine first created
paintings that resembled those of Brice Marden during her college years in Madison.83 She had
been unaware of his work when she was making her own, and later explained, “I’ve always seen
reductivism as the trajectory of Modernism, and at the time I was interested in
Minimalism...When I finally saw his work I realized I was reinventing the wheel.”84 Levine
maintained her interest in reductivisim, but it was this initial brush with Marden that caused her
to feel originality was something dubious, something that is more contingent on information than
intuition or sensory experience. In her return to stripe painting, more than a decade later, she
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confronted these issues by adjusting her medium: moving away from oil on canvas, she painted
her broad and thin stripes in casein and wax on mahogany (sometimes plywood).
At 24 x 20 in, the composition of Broad Stripe: 6 (fig. 22) feels quite squat. The
alternating lines of lime green and turquoise seem to vibrate unsteadily in their quirky
dissonance. Furthermore, the glossy thickness of the casein surface makes them feel even more
derivative. As Singerman has suggested, these qualities make the stripe paintings a fitting
corollary for Jasper Johns’s encaustic works since “Levine’s surfaces do not allow entry; they do
not suggest an interior or an underneath, whether perspectival or optical, or empathetic.”85
Moving beyond painterly abstraction, they edge closer to the objecthood of sculpture. The
aesthetics of Marden or Riley are thus turned into symbols, where the sign (stripes) and the
implied meaning (minimalist aesthetics) are conflated. To put it simply, Levine gives her
paintings an objecthood to emphasize how style becomes objectified once it is subsumed into the
artistic cannon.
Levine’s checks, which are also casein and wax on mahogany, function similarly. The
allude to endgame by playfully referencing the chessboard. At the same time, the network of
intersecting lines created from these contrasting colors can also be called a grid. In a chapter of
The Originality of the Avant-garde exclusively dedicated to this motif, Rosalind Krauss
theorized that the modernist grid had a two-prong function: Spatially, the grid organizes the
picture plane in an “antinatural, antimimetic, and antireal” form; while temporally, the grid
becomes an “emblem of modernity” that is inextricable from 20th century art and the efforts of
artists such as Piet Mondrian and Agnes Martin.86 Once again, this temporal reading is entirely
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based on the assumption that the viewer has an artistic education. Therefore, what Levine’s
stripes and checks interestingly display is how abstraction is only non-referential to those who
aren’t looking at art from a historical perspective.
Here, one might ask what is the furthest that a painting can be reduced? In 1985, Levine
also began painting in the knots in rectangular plywood boards. While the knots are naturally
occurring, the solution that lumberyards apply is not: the imperfections are stamped out in
regularized, oval-shapes and filled in with standardized wooden plugs, which Levine then paints
over. By utilizing building materials (unfinished plywood) Levine’s works take on the gestalt of
Judd’s “specific objects.”87 They also recall Magritte’s “Ceci n'est pas une pipe” witticism, in
asserting they are and are not paintings. The list of references could continue further, if one
wished to delve into the tromp l’oeil, faux bois techniques of Picasso and Braque.88 If Levine
appropriated the boards and displayed them without alteration, they would simply be considered
readymades. It is her liberal and localized application of paint that dredges up these relationships
to prior artworks.
As Stephen Meville rightly explains, “Levine’s work has been ever more explicitly
oriented not to exhaustion but to desire and its historical situation.”89 Meaning, the works
respond to what each historical moment has demanded of painting. In the Renaissance, patrons
sought illusionism, beauty, and idealism. Modernism traded these expectations for originality,
abstraction, and medium specificity, whereas postmodernism anchored itself to contradiction,
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referentialism, and the breakdown of media. Therefore, the meanings of these works change
according to the framework applied. For example, Large Gold Knot: 1 (fig. 23) sates the desire
to know what lies under the paint and illusionism of religious icons and Renaissance panels by
allowing the opportunity to voyeuristically peek below the surface. At the same time, its
sparseness delivers the sensory experience of seeing something incomplete or in progress—
unfinished. Coming into modernism, we might even tie this incompleteness to a feeling of
destruction, reminiscent of Rauschenberg’s Erased de Kooning. In either case, there is a desire
for Levine to do more—to fill the empty space so these works can categorically be called
paintings—which brings us to the Minimalist space and the breakdown of media decried by
Michael Fried in Art and Objecthood. Through this referential mutability, Levine’s Knot
Paintings are clearly not just endgames—they are also opening strategies and middle game,
illustrating only the initial moves with plenty of plays left on the board.
Jeff Koons’s Easyfun-Ethereal paintings feel like a perfect foil to Levine’s knot
paintings. Clearly influenced by Dada, Pop, and Surrealism, these collage-like paintings mollify
a creeping, playfully gluttonous, horror vacui. Using Adobe Photoshop software, Koons was able
to extract, layer, and splice together images of body parts, food, and natural landscapes from
various advertisements and media sources.90 Once laid out, studio assistants painted the
monumental canvases by hand in hyperrealist detail so that they still resembled printed images.
In Niagara, four pairs of female feet hover in mid-air above assorted pastries. Behind them is a
picturesque waterfall (presumably from the title, Niagara Falls). The technique is reminiscent of

90

Scott Rothkopf, “Printer Realism” in Vinzenz Brinkmann et al., Jeff Koons: The Painter and the Sculptor,
25.

40

Dada collage, whereas the scale is Pop, and the subjects tap into the landscape of the Surrealist
subconscious, filled with fetishes and cravings.
A general audience would see these paintings as playful Pop collages and might even
pick up on the similar strategies used by James Rosenquist. However, if one takes the time to
search for deeper references in the work, as they would with Levine, they will find that Koons
draws many references to modern and contemporary art in his compositions. For instance, Blue
Poles (fig. 24) might be quickly dismissed as one of the more bizarre paintings in the series. Four
unsettlingly costumed figures with cheerio-mouths dance in front of looping roller coasters and a
sky of pancakes lathered in butter and maple syrup. The entire scenario is absurd, but Koons’s
title points us elsewhere—to Jackson Pollock’s Number 11, 1952, also known as Blue Poles (fig.
25). If examined side by side, it becomes clear that the latter work uses the same palette as
Koons’s. The blue support beams holding up the roller coaster in Blue Poles align with the “blue
poles” of Pollock’s drip painting. In both works these elements of the composition alter the
understanding of perspectival space and create the illusion of depth. The loops of Koons’s
amusement park ride recreate the sweeping gestures of Abstract Expressionist paint application.
There are allusions camouflaged in other works as well. The smudged brushstroke that runs
across a thigh in Pam is based on Jasper John’s Fool House;91 and the kissing pair in Couple
may nod to Magritte’s The Lovers, whose identities are similarly obscured. These works are both
non-referential and referential—where Levine’s seems to generate more meanings the further she
reduces a work, Koons is able to hide his art historical references in plain sight through sensory
overload.
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In his Antiquity series, Koons created paintings that are replete with references and
duplicate select portions of masterpieces and lesser known artworks. However, his aesthetic
concerns have nothing to do with the “death of painting” or exhausting visual tropes. They
venture to show the enduring historical connectivity between artistic themes in novel ways. In
Antiquity (Uli) (fig. 26), for example, Koons connects the themes of love, sexuality, and Eros by
overlaying and intertwining a number of artworks. His background utilizes the grid, but it is not
read in the same temporal or spatial manner that Levine’s works might be. He fills his alternating
squares with Picasso’s Le Baiser and Titian’s Venus and Adonis, so their unique histories
become combined, conjoined, and inextricable from one another. On top of this background, two
images of a fragmentary Aphrodite of Knidos flank an Uli statuette. Taken as a whole, Koons’s
canvas demonstrates how the themes of Eros can be traced from Antiquity, through the
Renaissance, and up to Modernism. As Joachim Pissarro points out, “by insisting on the equality
of art forms from all periods and genres… Koons opens the gate for a new narrative of history.
He should be hailed in doing so: he is offering to salvage art history, which continuously ages,
while art itself continuously gets younger.”92 Here, there is no linear “progress” but rather art
coming into its own, or the realization of the kunstwollen. This differs from Levine’s knot
paintings, as it suggests a narrative that can be traced from beginning to end. Nevertheless, we
see both artists toy with art historical reference. In fact, Levine reminded us during the Flash Art
panel that we should not take reference or “simulation” so soberly: “I think there is a long
modernist tradition of endgame art—starting with dada and the suprematists, if you like, and a
lot of artists have made the last painting ever to be made,” yet she continued, “it’s a no-man’s
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land that a lot of us enjoy moving around in, and the thing is not to lose your sense of humor,
because it’s only art.”93
Each paintings change based on viewer’s knowledge of art history. In these paintings,
Levine and Koons engage in a game with their predecessors, not to surpass or defeat them, but to
show how that history can be used and re-used to generate new perspectives and thoughts. Their
works are replete with references, if one takes the time to inspect and consider them closely.

2B. EXPRESSION AND DUPLICATION

Michael Lobel, the art historian and author of Image Duplicator: Roy Lichtenstein and
the Emergence of Pop Art, puts forth an exemplary model for interpreting the significance of
mass cultural imagery in Lichtenstein’s oeuvre. Lobel theorizes how and why Lichtenstein
appropriated images from specific advertisements, comics, and media sources. He does not
suggest that the artist’s work hinges on the primary context of the image—rather, it is the
location from which the image is derived and the subtle changes between the artwork and its
source that shed light on the Pop artist’s aesthetic interests. According to Lobel, Lichtenstein’s
jokes, too, should be taken in earnest, as they can shed light on his “complex and conflicted
engagement with a particular type of subject matter.”94 Most importantly, Lobel advocates for an
analysis that submits that Lichtenstein is equally committed to painting and representing—i.e.
“on the one hand, a belief in the painter’s mark as a fully expressive, humanist gesture; on the
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other, a sense of it as the product of a purely mechanical act.”95
The tensions between expression and duplication are similarly present in the paintings
created by Sherrie Levine and Jeff Koons. In their own ways, they have each identified with
Lichtenstein’s techniques that disturb neat categorization. This disturbance is most potent when
an image comes from a popular or “low” art source, such as in Levine’s series of characters after
George Herriman’s Krazy Kat comic strip or Koons’s paintings referencing Popeye and Olive
Oyl. However, before carrying on with an analysis of these works it is important to clarify some
of the relevant terminology. The long, fraught dichotomy of high and low practices became the
central theme of a watershed exhibition held at the Museum of Modern Art in 1990. Curated by
Kirk Varnedoe and Adam Gopnik, High and Low: Modern Art and Popular Culture traced the
history of these seemingly antithetical modes of cultural production. It is significant that
Varnedoe and Gopnik took the time to clarify that despite the negative connotations that might
be conjured by the term “low,” it is not a pejorative designation. In their catalogue they
explained:
we call all these areas of representation: “low,” not to denigrate them... but to recognize
that they have been traditionally considered irrelevant to, or outside, any consideration of
achievement in the fine arts of our time—and in fact have commonly been accepted as
opposite to the “high” arts in their intentions, audiences, and nature of endeavor.”96
Similarly, use of the word “popular” is lieu of mass culture does not “imply that there is
something spontaneously generated or democratically appealing about all of this material.”97
Instead, these terms prove useful for their ability define the contexts in which images first
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develop and thus clarify how meaning shifts when the subject is placed in a new discursive
space.
Levine’s paintings after George Herriman’s comic strip Krazy Kat mark one of the few
instances in which Levine borrowed from a low/popular two-dimensional source. The comic
strip, which first appeared in the New York Evening Journal in 1913 and continued until the
artist’s death in 1944, ran on a simple premise: A backwards game of cat-and-mouse with
sadomasochistic underpinnings. Krazy Kat (an androgynous feline who moves between genders)
is enamored with Ignatz Mouse. The mouse, who does not reciprocate these feelings and in fact
dislikes the cat, enjoys hurling a brick at Krazy whenever the opportunity arises. Krazy
perversely construes this to be a sign of Ignatz’s affection and continues to pursue the
relationship. It is easy to imagine why this storyline would appeal to Levine. It contains many of
the concepts that have been at the root of her work, including gender, melodrama, transgression,
repetition, and irony. Indeed, these interests are perfectly described in an artist statement from
1994 that is worth reproducing in full:
I like transgressional boundaries, leaky distinctions, dualism, fractured identities,
monstrosity and perversity. I like contamination. I like miscegenation. I like a fly in the
soup, a pie in the face. I like the territory of slapstick, where amidst general laughter
neither death nor crime exists. I like the world of burlesque, with its pure gesticularity. In
this guiltless world, where everyone gives and receives blows at will, buildings fall down,
bricks fly, the protagonists are immortal and violence is universal, without
consequence.98
The last words—without consequence—ground the entire quotation by suggesting a creative
arena in which no resolution is necessary—a space where violence, humor, and play can co-exist
in a vacuum. Indeed, comic strips and postmodern art share an interest in keeping the viewer on
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the hook through open-ended, contingent, and contradictory meanings. Unlike the comic book
where narrative progresses linearly, when the comic strip reaches its ends, the next installment is
set up as a tabula rasa. The circumstances change but the cat-and-mouse chase continues and the
brick-throwing punch line repeats ad infinitum.
In casein on wood, Levine mechanically reproduced six identical images showing Ignatz
in motion, with one foot in the air and an arm outstretched as he launches a projectile (fig. 27). A
corresponding set of six panels depict Krazy flying forward, eyes closed, as he is struck in the
head with a brick (fig. 28). These works, Krazy Kat: 1-6 and Ignatz: 1-6, read like a set.
Herriman’s pen and ink drawings, at once simple and skillfully eloquent, can be thought of as
artworks in their own right. Levine’s duplication subtracts nothing from their expressiveness. In
fact, her procedure is neither reductive nor additive. It is isolative. She removes the single
moment the audience should be focused on with mechanical accuracy. They become remote and
take on the generic quality of Lichtenstein’s works from the early 60’s, like Kitchen Range (fig.
29), in which the brand names have been carefully removed. Lichtenstein saw the isolation of a
singular object or motif as an “anti-Cubist” visual strategy: “the idea is contrary to the major
direction of art since the early Renaissance, which has more and more symbolized the integration
of ‘figure’ with ‘ground.’99 The black casein that stands in stark contrast to the soft tones of
woodgrain turn Krazy Kat and Ignatz Mouse into icons.
Levine also created a series of paintings after a supporting character in Krazy Kat—Mr.
Walter Cephus Austridge (Ostrich) (fig. 30). Levine’s audience might be less familiar with this
character, who comically hides away from the world by sticking his head in the ground. While
this work is more ambiguous than those Krazy Kat or Ignatz, it is also more reliant on humor
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than action, motion, violence. However, to take Levine’s “joke seriously,” as Lobel suggests,
delving into the source paints a richer story. Levine’s sources for these works have not been
published anywhere. However, I believe that this rendering of Mr. Austridge was likely taken
from the twelfth panel of a comic published on Tuesday, July 15, 1916. (fig. 31)100 Remarkably,
the plot of the comic is centered on what it means to be an “intelligent audience.” In this strip
Mr. Austridge addresses an audience of one, comprised of Krazy Kat: “As I look about me tonight, and gaze upon this vast, and intelligent audience, I can read in its eye the message of its
mind, the one big idea, the one solid conception, the one concrete belief—“pre-paredness”
bursting into life.”101 When the two characters move outside to speak, Mr. Austridge continues to
appeal to Krazy as his “audience” while attempting to sell his “little gem vanisher”—a tin can
that will make Krazy invisible to his brick throwing foe Ignatz—for a price of 60 cents. Refusing
to pay the exorbitant amount, Krazy finds his own tin can, places it on his head, and saunters by
Ignatz, believing he has now become invisible. After he is ultimately struck in the head, he uses
the same brick to clobber Mr. Austridge, who he calls “not only a robba’, but also a fibba.”
Krazy then angrily vows “never a-gain will I be an ‘intelligent audience’!!”
Applying this comic to the art world, it is true that even the most “intelligent audience”
believes the illusion of what they are being sold. Levine may have been poking fun through this
analogy—wherein the artists who are both “robbas” and “fibbas” willingly ask their “audience”
to buy into a lie. Humorously, it seems Mr. Austridge (the artist) is not fully aware that what he’s
selling is ineffective, since it is a product that he uses himself. If one follows this logic, it is the
artist who ultimately becomes butt of the joke. Speaking to her interest in Herriman, Levine
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confessed, “like many cartoonists, he carried the notion of repetition to a truly absurd level. I was
hoping to borrow some of his humor and pathos. I'm always amused by the absurdist aspects of
my own work, but this time I wanted to make something overtly funny.”102 Though Levine’s true
audience would obviously be ignorant of Mr. Austridge’s backstory, an analysis of the source
nevertheless delivers a little more to the humor, pathos, and light-hearted play she was after.
In 2002, Koons embarked on Popeye—a series of paintings and sculptures thematically
based on the popular comic strip and cartoon character, which debuted at Sonnabend a year later.
This was a subject obviously well-known to Lichtenstein, who painted Popeye slugging nemesis,
Bluto, back in 1961 (fig. 32). In Koons's Triple Popeye (fig. 33), the sailor is shown flexing his
bicep while holding an open can of spinach. This image is repeated across the canvas three times
in a manner reminiscent of mechanical printing or silkscreening, as the two outermost Popeyes
are cut off at the edges of the painting. There is a clear, 3-D like, separation of foreground,
middle ground, and background—the crisp rendering of Popeye, obviously based on a threedimensional model, is destabilized by the gestural two-dimensional Twombly-esque scribbles
that loop across the canvas. Meanwhile, the negative image of a train recedes in the background,
creating an inordinate amount of pictorial depth. This evidently opposes the “anti-Cubist”
strategy by constructing a three-dimensional figure ground relationship.
Of course, the work is not only a clear reference to Lichtenstein but also to Warhol. The
title, as well as the tripling of the fictional character, riff on Warhol’s Triple Elvis (fig. 34)
(1963). An interesting connection could be made between Elvis and Popeye as symbols of overt
masculinity and bravado. However, Koons has long upheld that he is invested in the cartoon as a
symbol of self-acceptance. He has associated Popeye’s catchphrase “I am what I am” to a
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biblical verse (Exodus 3:14) where God similarly tells Moses, “I am who I am.”103 As such,
Popeye becomes a symbol of transcendental self-acceptance, enlightenment, or even a
manifestation of the Friedrich Nietzsche’s übermensch, if you like. Koons explains, “Popeye has
spinach. Spinach brings about his transcendence, and brings about his power. That’s what art
[is]. Art is our spinach."104 Koons’s believes that through the power of art, we can elevate
ourselves to higher levels of being. Indeed, the übermensch—or superman—might be even more
applicable here.
The image of Superman can actually be found in Olive Oyl (fig. 35)—another painting in
which Koons adapts from Lichtenstein and Warhol. As it was for Lichtenstein, one can clearly
understand that for Koons, painting is also a mix of humanist gesture and a mechanical one. This
108 x 84 inch canvas was tackled by nine assistants painting in around the clock shifts for more
than one month.105 However, before production even begins, there is the long conceptual process
of source compilation and layout planning in Adobe Photoshop. In contrast to Triple Popeye, this
work completely obliterates any chance the viewer has to separate the composition into separate
images. In a fascinating Artforum article, Scott Rothkopf takes readers through the intensive
source compilation, digital layering, and manual labor needed to produce this single painting.106
Images as disparate as the Cape Town boat harbor, a Laker’s basketball jersey, Olive Oyl,
Popeye, and a highly suggestive image of a woman lowering her underwear—are all tangled
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together and lost to the naked eye.107 The viewer cannot settle on one particular element without
being pushed in another direction. The one image that remains intact and above the fray is of
Warhol’s Superman (fig. 36). Letting out a huge breath emphasized with the onomatopoeia
“PUFF,” Superman flies through the air, neutralizing some unknown threat. Koons chose this
hero for his optimism as well as for his omnipotence— “that kind of power has an aspect of pop,
but it’s not nostalgic. It’s very fresh, and Superman’s just like God almighty,” he reasoned.108
Koons’s “Popeye” series does not rely on speech bubbles or captioning to create a
dialogue. Rather, his Neo-pop style creates a dialogue through the encyclopedic conglomeration
of American imagery. Yet, how can this be if the viewer can no longer make out the individual
images? One might suggest that though the subject matter is Pop, the plastic language is more
akin to that of the Abstract Expressionist tableau. The composition of Triple Popeye references
the Abstract Expressionist painterly tradition by juxtaposing gestural strokes in the foreground of
the painting with the flattened Pop imagery underneath. In Olive Oyl, it is clear that Koons coopts distinctly American imagery, yet abstracts his references to the degree that his audience
resonates with them on the level of Jung’s collective unconscious. Returning to the Flash Art
panel, we might say “there are two separate dialectics operating” —one that demonstrates the
history of painting and another that expresses the collective ability to resonate with cultural signs
and symbols on an unconscious level.
Levine and Koons each take on painting as a human and mechanical mode of production,
but they do so to meet different ends. Levine is interested in the contained play of transgression,
violence, and humor, whereas Koons’s motivation is self-acceptance and transcendence. Despite
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the differences between the artists’ intentions, both Levine’s Krazy Kat paintings and Koons’s
Popeye series display the potential for “low” subject matter to appear in “high” art—pointing to
the range of significance that popular subject matter can transmit to different audiences.

2C. INFLUENCE AND HOMAGE

Paying homage to an artist implies formal regard for their contributions, as well as some
degree of reverence or affection. By contrast, influence is a double-edged sword, laden with
positive and negative connotations. In the Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (1973),
Harold Bloom dealt with the way poets were hindered by their historical precedents. Bloom’s
methodology synthesizes and challenges theories put forth by Nietzsche and Freud, to argue that
poetry “is a history of anxiety and self-saving caricature of distortion, of perverse, willful
revisionism without which modern poetry as such could not exist.”109 In his introduction, Bloom
relays a quote by Oscar Wilde that eloquently sums up his stance: “Influence is simply
transference of personality, a mode of giving away what is most precious to one's self, and its
exercise produces a sense, and, it may be, a reality of loss. Every disciple takes away something
from his master.”110 There is a clear exchange, a give and take, between past and present.
Through Wilde, Bloom seeks to demonstrate how the creative process requires the artist to
“wrestle with their strong precursors, even to the death”—but must this process always have
Oedipal undertones or can it be something more neutral, collaborative even?111 Substituting the
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poet for the artist, this section will posit its own theories on how Levine’s and Koons’s
appropriations of paintings from the Western Canon grapple with the concepts of influence and
homage.
For his Gazing Ball series, Koons created thirty-five facsimiles of masterpieces from
Giotto to Picasso. At first glance, they might appear to be mechanically printed like his earlier
Luxury and Degradation liquor ads. However, as in Easyfun-Ethereal Antiquity and Popeye, the
paintings are created entirely by hand. While they do not preserve the original scale, surface
texture or impasto, they are otherwise exacting replicas that recreate each and every detail, down
to the cracks. Koons has continually sought to distance himself from the postmodern definition
of the “copy.” His recreations instead aim to deliver an auratic experience akin to the originals—
to express the “idea of Monet” or the “idea of da Vinci.” Koons had been perplexed by the way
European artists felt trapped and overwhelmed by the weight of art historical influence and
observed that, as an American, he had the cultural and historical distance to appreciate how “an
artist like Manet was able to become Manet through an awareness of Titian, Velázquez, Watteau,
and Goya, and this sense of connectivity was a really beautiful thing.”112
Adopting a humanist philosophy, the artist’s Gazing Ball paintings unapologetically
celebrate the notion of artistic dialogue and connectivity. Koons invites the audience to
participate in this conversation by placing highly reflective spheres, or gazing balls, on shelves
affixed to the canvases. Though gazing balls originated in thirteenth century Italy and were
revived by the German King Ludwig II in Victorian times, they can often be found today on the
front lawns and gardens of suburban homes.113 The spherical mirrors absorb the light of the
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surrounding environment and reflect it back to the viewer with a convex and colored spin. Like
the paintings, the azure gazing balls are entirely hand-crafted, here, by artisan glassblowers from
Pennsylvania.114
For anyone who has not seen Monet’s Waterlilies—specifically the 1916 composition
housed in the collection of The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo—Gazing Ball (Monet
Water Lilies) (fig. 37) represents the painting with vibrant accuracy. The audience can observe
with great clarity the Impressionist’s masterful palette and abstract handling of pictorial space.
They can even regard his bold, iconic, signature, scrawled in red paint. To match the colors as
precisely as possible, every source was cross-referenced with the Koons studio's digital color
library arranged by RGB value—a process that can produce more than 3,000 match results.115
The corresponding paints, which are mixed and archived in-house, are then retrieved from
storage and carefully applied by studio assistants in a color-by-numbers fashion. As with prior
series by the artist, these paintings are conceptually and physically wrought from a process that is
equally reliant on technology and manual dexterity. It is for this very reason that art historian
Joachim Pissarro categorizes them as “Techno-conceptual” paintings, that exist at the
intersection of “eidos [εἶδος] (concept/idea) and techne [τέχνη] (fabrication/creation).”116
The relationship between eidos and techne, that is, between concept and artistic
technique, is as evident in the gazing balls as it is in the composition. “I wanted to pay homage to
artists I truly loved by pairing them with this object that is both simple and omniscient,” Koons
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explained. The minimalistic balls do exactly what they claim to do—confront the history of the
gaze in the past as well as in the present. Manet stunned the art world when he produced
Dejeuner sur L’herbe—his modern nude who broke the “fourth wall,” by acknowledging the
presence of the audience with her unflinching stare.117 As in the original, in Koons’s Gazing Ball
(Manet Luncheon on the Grass) (fig. 38), the central figure confidently meets the eye of the
viewer. Here, however, the viewer suddenly realizes they are the voyeur and that this experience
is being recorded in the mise en abyme of the mirrored object. As Pissarro explains:
the uneasiness one feels upon seeing his or her reflection in the gazing ball is comparable
to the destabilizing sensation one feels when the wall is first “broken” in a theater
performance—as, for instance, when an actor suddenly looks at a spectator and asks,
“How are you?”...Koons has produced for us, and transferred to us, the effect of “stage
fright” in painting.118
Koons’s process for choosing paintings was more intuitive than conceptual, as he chose
those paintings which he felt most attached to and made up his “own artistic DNA.”119 In a
sense, he is laying out all his cards—showing the audience the exact images that have shaped his
understanding of what it means to be an artist and what art’s function is for him. Indeed, this is
the only series in which Koons directly credits his artistic source in his titling, likely because it is
his very intention to invoke the historical importance of the original artist. Koons’s titling choice
is related to what is arguably the most compelling aspect of these works: their craquelure.
Although the paintings are flat upon the surface, meticulously painted-in faux cracks and lifting
give the impression that each canvas has endured a long, rich life. In Gazing Ball (Courbet
Sleep) (fig. 39) networks of hairline cracks expand across the skin of the sleeping lovers,
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simulating the impression that they have been frozen together upon this canvas since Courbet
first painted them in 1866. It is through these cracks that Koons seeks to deliver onto a viewer a
sense of their own mortality, while simultaneously reassuring them that they are part of a larger
whole despite their mortality. In this way, Koons seeks to quell the anxiety of influence for both
himself and the viewer—using them as celebrations of enduring history of the past, present, and
future yet to come.
By bringing the paintings to his contemporary audience, Koons generates a novel,
visceral experience that reaffirms the spirit of Rembrandt or van Gogh. Yet, one could argue
where Koons offers his audience access to these masterpieces, Levine’s audience will find her
works are infused with a distance that challenge the individual’s memory and understanding of
well-known images. Sherrie Levine has always been concerned with the anxiety of influence,
exacerbated by postmodernism. As previously discussed, her use of generic abstract styles
demonstrated how painting could be simultaneously abstract and referential. It is her citation of
paintings by Claude Monet, Edgar Degas, and Paul Cezanne, however, that better articulates her
perspective on artistic collaboration. For these works, Levine photographed color reproductions
of paintings by the above artists from art textbooks and catalogues. Singerman has made a strong
case that these photographic appropriations should be considered within the realm of painting.
He rightly explains that the “medium taken seriously is not the same as the conventionally
derived physical support of the work of art.”120 Rather, what constitutes medium here is an
inherent debt to painting as the “genre of presentation.”121 Meaning, Levine’s Impressionist
images stay tethered to their historical positions through painting’s “autonomous power of
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signification,” which is characteristically absent from the silhouetted collages and photographs
after Evans..
Cathedral: 1-9, After Monet (fig. 40) consists of nine silver gelatin prints after Monet's
Rouen Cathedrals. For several months between 1892-1893, Monet returned to Rouen daily to
record its facade through changing daylight and from different perspectives. Today, this series is
hailed among Impressionism's most outstanding achievements for its experimental
documentation of the transient play of light, shadow, and color. Yet, these are the very elements
eradicated in Levine’s black-and-white reproductions. By removing color and texture, she shifts
focus to the most defining quality of Monet's Cathedrals as a whole: seriality. Levine takes
Monet’s exercise in repetition quite literally, as her works do not “copy” facture or color but
rather align with Monet’s task of recording.122 One grasps that Cathedral: 1-9, After Monet does
not venture to undercut the original image as a whole, but highlight the visceral experience of
viewing it in a series. She has corroborated this by stating her “aim is not to copy an artwork but
to experience it.”123 Levine's duplication anticipates Monet's serial observation, as well as the
repetitive act that the viewer conducts when considering his body of work.
An uninformed viewer might conceive that Levine’s photographs of photographs are
entirely her own original works. However, paintings are objects with a three-dimensional, tactile
existence. Levine’s apparent removal of color, scale, and texture points to the image’s
homelessness—its displacement from painting. Take, for example, her L'Absinthe, (fig. 41) after
Degas. This work consists of twelve reproductions, individually framed, and hung with ample
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space between them when exhibited (fig. 42). Despite their uniformity, this presentation forces
the viewer to engage with each composition as if it is a unique image. The monotony and anxiety
of repeatedly witnessing the drinker's misery alienates the viewer in a spectacular manner; the
café already rendered in muted, grayish, earth tones becomes bleaker with the total absence of
pigment. The irony in this endeavor should not be overlooked—Levine isolates the image of an
isolated woman, in order for the viewer to also experience isolation. She compounds the
emotional content of the L’Absinthe twelve times over in a colorless abyss. By capitalizing on
the phenomenological and ontological distance that already exists between bookplates and
Degas’ painting hanging in Musee D’Orsay, she effectively generates a new experience that
oscillates between playful satire and uncanny discomfort.
Levine forges a connection to the artists she most admires through appropriation.
However, standard critiques typically fail to reconcile her admiration with the idea of Oepedial
attack. The art historian Susan Kandel offers a peculiar solution by likening Levine to a
stalker.124 Finding that her work had been critiqued as a denial of authorship (to near
exhaustion), Kandel entertained the idea that Levine might instead be acting out of “enthusiasm,
devotion, admiration and love—that is, in terms of fandom.”125 Indeed, fanaticism creates ample
space to see her appropriations as a form of homage, without excluding the ironic bite and
edginess that accompanies them. It implies a dualistic energy that is “equal parts adoration and
antagonism.”126 Consider After Cezanne: 1-9 (fig. 43) in this context. Here, Levine seized the
motif most representative of Cézanne—his apples—as her own. The art historian Meyer Shapiro

124

See Susan Kandel, “Sherrie Levine: Stalker” in October Files: Sherrie Levine, ed. Howard Singerman, 125132.

125

Ibid, 127.

126

Ibid, 128-129.

57

famously postulated that Cézanne's apples might be symbols of love or sexual frustrations.127 If
one accepts this popular interpretation, Levine’s seizure becomes a riposte. It is a message that
says, “I see you” and, “I accept your gifts.” At the same time, it is a tongue-in-cheek twist on the
knight in shining armor who comes to rescue the damsel in distress. Levine becomes the valiant
savior charging in to rescue Cézanne from his loneliness. In either case, she has inserted herself
into his narrative retroactively and opened a line of communication. She explained as much
when she said, “I don’t think it's useful now to see dominant culture as monolithic. I'd rather see
it as polyphonic with unconscious voices, which may be at odds with one another. If we are
attentive to these voices, we can collaborate with them to create something almost new.”128
As with Koons, Levine’s audience feels her create an experience that is almost new by
amplifying the visceral experience of familiar paintings through a unique representation of them.
Whereas Koons uses the mirrored ball as a feedback loop that repeatedly provides the viewer
visual information, Levine compounds the experience of gazing through serial repetition. If we
are to return to the question of audience: As in previous sections, Koons’s Gazing Ball works
and Levine’s photographs of Impressionist paintings can appeal to different audiences, though
their experiences will necessarily be distinct. To those informed in the history of painting,
Levine’s and Koons’s collaborations reinvigorate and deliver a new freshness to those
masterpieces we thought we knew so well. For those who have no such point of reference, the
display and presentation of the artists’ works nonetheless offer a valuable and enriching
experience.
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CHAPTER THREE:
DESIRE:
THE LURE OF DESIRE
IN THE SCULPTURES OF SHERRIE LEVINE AND JEFF KOONS
Duchamp described the psychological process of window shopping in 1913, writing,
“No…hiding the coition through a glass pane with one or many objects of the shop window. The
penalty consists in cutting the pane and in feeling regret as soon as possession is
consummated.”129 Here, Duchamp alludes to the lustful magnetism that draws the shopper
towards the object of their desire. Commodity culture compels the subject to project their desire
onto the object that rests, perpetually, beyond the display glass. Each time the shopper succeeds
in obtaining the desired object, a newer model appears in its place, demonstrating that there is no
such thing as constant satisfaction: desire always finds a way to resurface. Artists of the 1980s
began to recognize that the art object itself operated as a commodified object of desire. As such,
the art object is capable of demonstrating that desire is situated between production and
consumption, that is, between the artist and the viewer. The notion of desire can be traced
throughout Levine’s and Koons’s photographs and paintings. However, it is in the medium of
sculpture that the manifestations and functions of desire become paramount. This chapter will
address three essential topics that align with desire in the present artists’ works, namely
commodity, shine, and taste.
Levine’s works have continually been discussed through an anti-commodity framework,
that she herself has never welcomed. This particular misreading stems from the idea that art and
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commodity are intrinsically opposed. In the 1980s, Levine had to actively disprove the notion
that her works did not exist outside of or stand in opposition to the capitalist framework. When
she joined Mary Boone’s roster in 1987, many critics saw this as a repudiation of the postmodern
principles they had understood her art to represent. However, as Levine clarified, “I didn’t think,
‘before Mary I was pure.’... Just because something doesn’t sell doesn’t mean it’s not a
commodity.”130 Here, Levine uses the word “pure” to connote that which has not been corrupted
by economic forces. While she hadn’t had serious commercial success with her photographic
practice, she had always intended to support herself as a working artist, and Boone simply
afforded her that platform.
Conversely, since the late 1980s Koons’s works have been seen through the lens of the
ultra-commodity. The monetary value of his work has often eclipsed the theoretical and humanist
values he has aims to offer. In his own words, Koons states “my intentions with my work have
always been philosophical and social. I’ve worked with objects, but it’s never been about a
dialogue of money. It’s been about a dialogue of desire.”131 Critics have a hard time accepting
his sincerity because they cannot reconcile this with the exorbitant prices his art garners. If one is
to take Koons at his word, the critical focus should be placed on the philosophical and social
factors that make something desirable.
On May 15th, 2019, Jeff Koons’s Rabbit of 1986 appeared on the auction block, giving
prospective buyers, as Christie’s marketed it, “ a chance to own the controversy.”132 The
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sculpture sold for a staggering $91,075,000 USD—setting the record for the highest price
achieved at auction by a living artist to date. In response to this groundbreaking sale, Roberta
Smith penned the article, “Stop Hating Jeff Koons,” wherein she noted how “he brought color
into sculpture with a new fierceness and complexity that made his objects irresistible, giving
them the allure of painting and also of decorative objects. He challenges us: Can shiny be art? It
is with Sherrie Levine, so why not Mr. Koons.”133 Smith makes a poignant observation: Jeff
Koons and Sherrie Levine are two artists who have consistently cast their sculptures in highly
polished, reflective materials. While this shininess is generally accepted in Levine’s practice, it is
the formal aspect of Koons’s work that is most negatively critiqued. Nevertheless, Smith’s
inquiry— “can shiny be art?”—itself discloses that shiny is not unanimously accepted in high
art.
To make something shiny is to imply a sort of excess, and therefore decadence. Luxuries
and decorative objects are often imbued with shine to confer an unspoken sense of exorbitant
wealth. This dialogue is still operating between art and commodity. However, shine is also
visually seductive and stimulating. It captures the eye, pulls the viewer into the surface, and
keeps them there in a moment of self-reflection. The sensory experience of Levine’s and
Koons’s sculptures heavily engaged with this phenomenon. Casting everyday objects in shiny
materials connects them to luxury products, but also to the brilliance of Modernist sculptures.
What happens when these two seemingly opposing categories come together?
During the Flash Art panel, Haim Steinbach declared that “the anxiety of late capitalist
culture is in us: in the futility we experience in value systems when faced with our reality; in the
futility we find in moralizing as a way of determining what’s good or bad. Is there such a thing
133

Roberta Smith, “Stop Hating Jeff Koons,” The New York Times (The New York Times, May 17, 2019),
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/05/17/arts/jeff-koons-auction-christies.html.

61

as a consumer object, or is it our relation to it that concerns us?”134 Steinbach was correct in
observing that moralization plays a role in determining one’s taste. To put it simply, there is a
cultural consensus that determines what is acceptable and unacceptable with regards to one’s
aesthetic preferences. There is a line of aesthetic theory, first triggered by Kant and revived by
Greenberg’s Avant-Garde and Kitsch, that attaches judgment to aesthetic preferences. However,
it is solely in the latter’s framework that popular or commercially produced ephemera— “kitsch”
—cannot hold theoretical importance as it is taken to dilute the intellectual rigor of high art.
For several reasons which will be discussed in this chapter, it is in the medium of
sculpture that the comparison between Levine and Koons becomes most salient and intriguing. In
presenting sculptural objects, Levine and Koons ask their respective audiences to confront their
desires and evaluate those desires within a broader cultural context. This chapter will consider
the idiosyncratic functions and meanings of desire in both artists’ practices through the following
binaries: the art object and the commodity object; shine and materiality; avant-garde and kitsch.
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3A. THE ART OBJECT AND THE COMMODITY OBJECT

In the quotation that began this chapter, Duchamp demonstrated that the transparent glass
boundary separating the artist from the commodity did nothing to suppress or conceal his wanton
desires that would, naturally, leave him just as soon as he acted upon them. When Duchamp
invented his readymade, he collapsed the distinction between the art object and the commodity
object. At the same time, this act allowed him to transfer the burden of his desire onto the viewer
who would be confronted by his presentation.
In their earliest works, Levine and Koons similarly utilized the readymade and dealt with
matters concerning sales and shopping. In 1977, prior to her participation in Pictures, Levine
staged the resale of seventy-five pairs of boys’ dress shoes, which she had purchased from a
thrift store, at Stephan Eins's space on 3 Mercer Street. (fig. 44)135 She specifically conceived of
the event as a sale rather than an exhibition and disclosed that shoes proved to be an ideal subject
because they are the “ultimate fetish object.”136 Singerman, among others, has described this
fetish as situated between Freud and Marx. As he explains, these tiny shoes are Freudian in the
sense that “adult men’s dress shoes made for a child’s foot point to the narrative of the family
romance, and of coming to occupy one’s place in the social sexual order;”137 while by contrast,
they can be subsumed under Marx’s fetish as they are also functional objects that have a use
value and exchange value in society. Interestingly, Levine had derived the inspiration for the
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event from her father’s job as a shoe salesman.138 One might even suggest that she was
facetiously attempting to follow in her father’s footsteps. Indeed, she admitted that
“appropriating art is not all that different from wanting to appropriate your father’s wife or your
mother’s husband. It’s the same psychological mechanism: the Freudian idea that desire is
triangular—you desire what the other desires.”139
Only three years later, some of Koons’s earliest vacuum cleaners from The New were
showcased in the entrance windows of The New Museum. Passersby who encountered the
installation might have easily confused it with an ordinary storefront display window promoting
stock (fig. 45). However, as the series title insinuates, these appliances would never be turned on
or put into service by an owner. These wall-mounted sculptures and the following Plexi-encased
hoovers were designed to remain exactly as they were upon purchase, preserving their “virginal”
state (cue Freud) while denying their use value (cue Marx).140 These appliances therefore operate
like pristine anthropological artifacts. Indeed, Koons was alluding to the history of the 1950s
door-to-door salesmen who peddled appliances and saw this series as “the essence of sales.”141
Levine and Koons’s early forays into sales and shopping evidently collapsed the
boundaries between art and commodity through the Duchampian tradition of the readymade.
They might also be respectively compared to Claes Oldenberg’s The Store or Warhol’s Brillo
Boxes. However, Levine and Koons proved they were less keen on the simple relocation of
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consumer goods and more abstractly interested in the “economy of signs” and “anxiety of the
object” connected to experiences of desire. As a result, they would each come to “reunite the
terms of the readymade that were split between pop and minimalism, in which the former took
on the commodity’s polish and its allure and the latter its industrial repetition and materials.”142
They achieved this by casting their found objects in highly polished metals, so as to produce a
doppelgänger—or a phantasmagoric mold that mimics an object’s outer shell but is separated
from its auratic essence. In this way, Levine and Koons are more engaged with Duchamp’s
concept of infrathin than the traditional readymade. As Cécile Debray clarifies, the notion of
infrathin is concerned with:
molding, reproduction, and imprinting; to the character of the infinitesimal geometrical
and physical movements of forms and sensations; and to related issues concerning
difference and similarity, separation and delay, the creator and the observer, and gender
and eroticism.143
This section will consider how Koons’s Statuary series and several of Levine’s bronze sculptures
conflate art and commodity by simulating desire through the infrathin.
In sculpture, Koons is best known for his appreciation of lustrous, bright, reflective
materials. In 1986, he produced his first stainless steel sculptures of Jim Beam train cars for
Luxury and Degradation. Within that same year, he began Statuary, or what he often refers to as
his “panoramic view of society.”144 The latter series consisted of ten sculptures, the sources for
which the artist found while roaming various neighborhoods in New York City—essentially,
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shopping. When recently asked how he made his sculptural selections, he very simply replied: “I
was thinking of desire.”145 The objects of desire he chose ranged from porcelain figurines to
chalkware sculptures, wooden nautical décor, and portrait busts. Had they been grouped together
as they were found, they surely would have appeared like a peculiar assortment of tchotchkes
and decorative ephemera. However, the uniformity of their surfaces gives the sculptures a
cohesiveness and autonomy, which disturbs one’s natural ability to distinguish the object’s place
or function in the cultural world.
Two sculptures, Louis XIV (fig. 46) and Bob Hope (fig. 47), symbolize the opposite poles
of society. The austere and ostentatious likeness of the Sun King, dressed in military regalia,
aligns itself with the long history of portrait busts that originated in Antiquity. The monarch feels
even more lofty and untouchable in his implacable metal casing than he presumably would in the
traditional marble. He symbolizes statuary made and reserved for the elite upper classes, while
Bob Hope represents statuary as made for mass society. The latter sculpture is clearly a
caricature of the television personality. His head is far too large given the thin and short
proportions of his torso, and his crossed arms and gleaming smile take on an artificial rigidity in
the cool steel. When considered against one another, there is a desire to classify Louis XIV as art,
and Bob Hope as non-art. There is, among viewers of these works, an inner compulsion to order
them into a visual hierarchy—one that organizes the objects into the categories of lowbrow,
middle, or highbrow status. The viewer longs to define these objects through the infrathin echo
that connects them to their duplicates—inquiring “what is the difference between Louis XIV, Bob
Hope, and their respective sources?” Yet, they have been hollowed out, dematerialized, made
anew, and given equal footing in their common material.
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Surprisingly, both sculptures—not just Bob Hope—come from “low” sources. Koons
spotted the fiberglass bust that would become Louis XIV in a store called Canal Plastics from
which he frequently purchased supplies.146 (In this case, it was likely one of many massproduced, decorative replicas.) Bob Hope was molded from a chalkware sculpture made by
ESCO products, which Koons likely came upon by chance in Time Square (fig 48).147 Casting
these very different forms in stainless steel, he distanced each from its material history, drew
them closer together, and made them both desirable. Yet, it is crucial to note that stainless steel is
an industrial material and not a precious metal or artistic medium that would ever be associated
with luxury. Koons actively sought to welcome more tension into the work through this very
fact. “To me stainless steel is the material of the proletarian, it’s what pots and pans are made
of….If these pieces were in silver, they would be absolutely boring,” he explained.148 By
fabricating his sculptures in stainless steel and bringing together a variety of different stylistic
statues, Koons pits the sociological reading of forms against the visual decadence of shine—
crippling one’s ability to make a strong argument about the distinction between high art statuary
and decorative ornamentation.
Yet, it was the centerpiece of this “panoramic view,” Rabbit (fig. 49), that indescribably
obliterated the boundaries between the art object and the commodity object. Recalling his first
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encounter with the sculpture, Kirk Varnedoe confessed he was “dumbstruck.”149 His choice of
words feels fitting for Rabbit—such a strange, contradictory sculpture that it seems to send the
mind in a million different directions. Koons’s source was a cheap, inflatable toy rabbit he found
in Chinatown (fig. 50).150 Yet, once cast in stainless steel, the amusing, air-filled plaything is
transformed into an unbreakable, colorless talisman of some mysterious power. Rabbit feels
uncannily familiar but completely foreign. “The rabbit, to me,” Koons mused, “is a symbol of
Easter, a politician, it could be a Playboy bunny. The greater a chameleon something is, the
greater its possibilities.”151 The possibilities do seem to carry on ad infinitum—Rabbit is at once
inviting and impassive; visible and immaterial; innocuous and threatening; animated and lifeless;
child-like and hyper-sexual. It plays upon the viewer’s aesthetic desires but also on the
psychological desire to affix a singular meaning onto a sculptural work.
The anthropomorphic qualities of Rabbit clash with the few modeled details left in the
surface. Creases along the faux-seams of the ears, hands, and feet mimic the air pressure that
once filled the vinyl blow-up toy—but what fills the space now? Is it simply a void? A black
cavernous hole? The inability to conceive of an interior is an effect produced by the exterior’s
brilliance. The sharp points of the ears and biomorphic curves captivate the wandering eye and
produce a sense of movement—much like Brancusi’s Bird in Space. In fact, Koons had been
looking to borrow from the Romanian sculptor: “I have always had an affinity for Duchamp and
his objects, but I also wanted my sculptures to be closer to Brancusi's objects, to his finish, to the
149

Kirk Varnedoe, “1986: Jeff Koons's Rabbit,” Artforum 41, no. 8 (Spring 2003). Digitally republished by
Artforum, https://www.artforum.com/print/200304/1986-jeff-koons-s-rabbit-4499

150

“Objects of Desire,” in Gioni, ed., Appearance Stripped Bare, 63.

151

Tim Teeman, “From Popeye to Puppies: Jeff Koons Explains His Love of Outrageous Art,” The Times
(The Times, April 3, 2010), https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/from-popeye-to-puppies-jeff-koons-explainshis-love-of-outrageous-art-lcgl3htq8g2.

68

sensuality of his forms.”152 The major difference here: Bird in Space was an abstraction created
purely from the artist’s subjective observations, whereas Rabbit is the direct mold of a
commercial product. However, it can be argued that Rabbit is one of the icons of postmodern and
contemporary sculpture, namely because of the way that it completely abstracts and conceals its
source. Louis XIV and Bob Hope so closely resemble their originals that little is truly left to the
imagination. With Rabbit, however, the original details are simply lost in translation when cast in
stainless steel. To put it another way, the viewer has no idea what cultural relevance this alien
object formerly had or any clue as to exactly where it came from. Except for one.
One of the most fascinating aspects of Rabbit, rarely discussed, is the air tab on the back
of the sculpture (fig. 51). In raised letters encircling the tab one can faintly, but legibly, make out
the words: “Made in Taiwan.” How or why has this crucial detail often gone unnoticed? It is
enormously ironic that the world’s most expensive sculpture credited to a living American artist
is emblazoned with a country-of-origin label from Taiwan. This stamp verifies that Rabbit was
formed from a mass-produced object that was imported to the United States and serves as an
eloquent critique of American consumerism, regardless of Koons’s artistic intention—it is an
incontestable piece of contextual information, imprinted from the original. It is the residual mark
of the infrathin. It is a not just to a nod to socio-political conversations surrounding American
outsourcing of labor, but also to the artist’s own renunciation of artistic labor through the
appropriative act. Later inflatable-style sculptures by Koons, like Hulk, also display the countryof-origin label on the air tab. Stimulating details like this are often missed, but hint at the
inextricable link between art and commodity in his oeuvre.
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Whereas Koons relies upon stainless steel, Levine has an affinity for highly polished, cast
bronze. In her sculptures she tends to gravitate more towards objects that have a clear functional
use, one tied to specific conceptions of gender. For example, in Fedora (fig. 52) Levine
appropriates a common hat, traditionally worn by men. The viewer may think of various males
they know—fathers, grandfathers, husbands, etc.—who might have worn such an accessory. In
an art historical capacity, however, the figure who immediately comes to mind is Joseph Beuys.
Rarely pictured without his fedora, the hat has come to be a symbol of his presence. However, by
casting this object Levine also gives Beuys a commercial spin and a mysterious sheen. Similar to
the relationship between stainless steel and silver, in its resemblance to gold, bronze simulates a
false sense of luxury and value. The hat gives off a mesmerizing glow: “I’d like the viewer to
skid across the surface of my work,” Levine states.153 Indeed, in the shine of the object there is
something elusive—something that constantly shifts with changes in light and position, thereby
ascribing the sculpture a constant volatility.
The dialogue between Levine and Koons is thought-provoking not only because they
select, cast, and petrify objects in a sensuous luster—but also because they are often looking at
the same artists for inspiration. Levine created Fountain (after Marcel Duchamp) in 1991 and
subsequently produced another iteration entitled Fountain (Buddha) (fig. 53) in 1996. She
admitted that “casting the urinal in high-polish bronze turned it into a precious commodity” and
that she was “interested in making references to Brancusi and Arp as well as Duchamp.”154 The
faux-gold patina allows the urinals a bravado that porcelain never could convey. Indeed,
Levine’s Fountain sculptures might be even better paired with Maurizio Cattelan’s highly
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satirical, 24-karat gold toilet America than with Duchamp’s modest object. Together Levine’s
and Cattelan’s sculptures recall the gaudy plumbing fixtures found in the homes of the ultra-rich,
for whom porcelain is inexplicably insufficient. Granted, unlike Cattelan, Levine’s urinals are
not functioning toilets—they are artworks made for a pedestal, and her bronze casting actually
lends them a cleanliness—a fresh skin that erases their murky past and makes them safe to the
touch.
Through bronze, Levine also exceeds in carrying over the clean minimalistic aesthetic
she relies upon in other media—stunningly imbuing her objects with the contradictory formal
appeal and psychological alienation that dually form her conceptual knockout punch. This
duality is readily observed in the way that the mirror polish accentuates the biomorphic shape of
Fountain (Buddha). There is a soft, feminine aspect to the urinal’s curved edges and its
triangular shape is incredibly yonic. The depth of its concave interior causes the inner reflections
of light to bounce off one another and create a sensuous play that maintains the viewer’s
fascination. There is a small circular hole at the front of the fixture, which is also highly
suggestive. Yet, just as soon as one might settle on this reading, the shape takes on certain phallic
qualities, not to mention the fact that urinals belong to a decidedly male sphere. These
female/male binaries cause one to wonder whose desires this object is playing into and also leads
into the psychological tension between Duchamp and Levine themselves—whose Fountains rely
on the same manufacturer.155 Levine’s model exhibits only slightly different shape and was
produced in the same year that Duchamp’s model was.156
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These works also present a contradiction between humor and anxiety. There is something
funny about making a urinal an “incredibly hot object,” as Levine has referred to it. It is comical
to think about standing in front of urinal lost in its sensory appeal. On the other hand, in 1991,
Levine had a solo exhibition at Kunsthalle Zürich, where she displayed six editions of Fountain
(after Marcel Duchamp) in a row. To any viewer, these would have immediately been perceived
as a series or singular installation. Together, they form a coalition and provoke a somewhat
jarring experience. Returning to the concept of infrathin, how do these six casts differ from one
another? Using the analogy of identical twins, one could say that, while they are
indistinguishable on the surface and contain the same genetic makeup, each object is unique and
autonomous.
Both Levine and Koons, in their sculptural practice, manipulate desire in such a way that
compels viewers to confront their relationships with the commodity object. Despite their mutual
engagement with desire, though, each artist approaches the concept with a distinct intention.
Drawing on strategies such as shine and sculptural repetition, Levine sets up a confrontational
experience, entrapping the viewer in a perpetually unfulfilled desire. As she puts it, “there’s a
level of seduction in the work that keeps you… that always draws you back. That's where the
hook is.”157 Alternatively, in his narrative of Luxury and Degradation, Koons sought to show
that chasing desire leads nowhere. In his work, he challenges viewers to transcend their object
fetishism. He connects this stance with the ideas around desire found in Buddhist philosophy,
explaining that “while Buddhism views desire as an obstacle, it is nevertheless embraced as a
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means of attaining enlightenment.”158 Nevertheless, the onus is on the subjective viewer to
decide how they will respond to the object of desire that Levine and Koons present.

3B. SHINE AND MATERIALITY

In September 2021, the Fondazione Palazzo Strozzi will host a solo exhibition of Jeff
Koons’s work centered upon the theme of “shine.”159 The exhibition will address the
phenomenological experience of shine, while simultaneously considering the philosophical
concept of schein. The German masculine noun, schein, is pronounced identically to the English
“shine” and is similarly defined as a perceptible glow, gleam, glint, or emission of light.160 This
is not surprising, as the two terms are, in fact, etymologically related.161 However, in German
there is a popular secondary definition of schein, which is appearance.162 As in English,
appearance is understood to be entirely different from reality, just as to seem is not to be. To
contextualize this definition, the Cambridge Dictionary provides a truism common to both
languages: “Der Schein trügt!” or “appearances can be deceptive!”163 Thus, schein can be either
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the light we observe with our eyes, or the thing we cannot trust our eyes to perceive correctly—
or perhaps both.
Nevertheless, English translators of German philosophy have struggled with the
interpretation of schein. The words “appearance,” “semblance,” and “illusion” are often
associated with disingenuousness or deception (Täuschung).164 Theoreticians have tried to
emphasize the difference between illusion and deception, by explaining that the experience of art
always requires some aspect of illusion. In all art forms, it is that quality of illusion or artifice
that allows one to be lost in a constructed experience and muse upon a form of reality that is
objectively there—and also not there. Furthermore, it was the philosopher Immanuel Kant who
stressed that all metaphysical experiences—viewing a sunset, eating chocolate, feeling the rain—
are based on the individual’s ability to perceive through their own sensations. Thus, there is no
higher truth or reality outside of appearances.
There is no object more related to shine, reflection, or appearance than a mirror. The
mirror has become an indispensable, everyday device that society looks to and relies on for truth.
It is regarded as the most accurate account of appearances, as it reflects the surrounding
environment and oneself in real-time. A photograph captures likeness, but from the moment it is
taken it is already out-of-date. The question remains, what is the relationship between the
mirrored appearance and lived experience? This section will consider how Koons’s Easyfun
mirrors and Levine’s Mourning Mirrors deliberate these questions surrounding shine and schein,
while also considering what drives the desire to for philosophical and sensory reflection.
In 1999, Koons produced a series called Easyfun, containing twelve mirrors in the shape
of different cartoon-like animal silhouettes (fig. 54). For each animal mirror—Cow, Hippo,
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Kangaroo, Goat, Giraffe etc.—the artist designed four distinct colors. For example, the four
editions of Giraffe are listed as “Light Brown,” “Light Green,” “Lilac,” “Red,”; while those of
Elephant are listed as “Dark Blue,” “Gold,” “Purple,” and “Red.” The variety of colors and
shapes playfully invite the viewer in and pique one’s curiosity. The mirrors are typically installed
low to the ground, so that the center falls at eye level. This makes the mirrors, which measure on
average 7-8 feet in height, feel more accessible than overwhelming. The audience is often
amused, pleased, and humored to walk into a space where they encounter themselves, as they
would in a vibrantly colorful funhouse. The whimsical contours and psychedelic shades have the
capacity to elevate moods and create a feeling of euphoria. Suddenly, the viewer finds they are
lost in a moment that feels better than reality—a heightened state of hyper-reality. This is
essentially what Koons’s would describe as transcendence: “You become subject to
transcendence when you’re going through an experience of such visual strength and abundance:
You no longer feel threatened by your immediate environment, which is precisely what I am
striving to attain in my work.”165
As Michael Fried made clear in his critique of minimalism, Art and Objecthood, the
criteria for literalist painting is “a continuous and perpetual present” where “at every moment the
work itself is wholly manifest.”166 By contrast, Minimalists often used reflective surfaces to
prioritize the experience of the viewer and heighten the metaphysical and temporal aspects of
spectatorship—edging them closer to the “condition of theater.”167 The Easyfun mirrors
maximize the theatricality of reflection through their size. Indeed, when the viewer is standing
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before an enormous mirror in a public gallery setting, they are witnessing a moment that belongs
to a larger collective. Their presence is inextricable from the social context of the atmosphere in
which they find themselves. Still, this shared experience can truly be called “easy fun.”
Many critics take issue with the levity, openness, and shine of Koons’s objects—which
they deem to be too easy. For instance, in Jason Farago’s review of Koons’s Whitney
retrospective, he claimed that the artist’s patrons “like their art instantly recognizable, easily
graspable, unchallenging and shiny.”168 Immediately following this, he addressed his own
readership by asserting they must: “either find within it [Koons’s work] some intricacy beneath
the pristine, impassive surface, or else join the idolaters and take another selfie in the distorted
reflection of Koons's mirrored objects.”169 Farago describes the artist’s followers like moths
drawn to a flame—helplessly and narcissistically lured in by the shine of a smooth, glistening
surface. This reading fundamentally ignores the phenomenological and philosophical processes
central to shine, and it is more disparaging of Koons’s audience than it is of his content. There is
a disarming innocence and awe in the Easyfun mirrors, seldom found in high art installations. As
the first full series the artist released after Made in Heaven, Koons intended Easyfun to be a more
carefree, enjoyable, and amusing series.170
On the opposite end of the emotional spectrum from Easyfun are Sherrie Levine’s
Mourning Mirrors (fig. 55). This series, which debuted at Paula Cooper Gallery in 2004, consists
of twelve black glass mirrors in mahogany frames. There is no variation in color, only the
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uniform sense of repetition characteristically found in Levine’s work. In order to experience the
works, which are of an intimately small scale, the viewer must engage with them at close range.
The 21 x 17-inch rectangular shapes act like an individual looking-glasses—presenting the
viewer with only a small window into their own visage. Nothing seems to exist beyond the self.
This is a solitary and mysterious experience that might be perplexing for some, and deeply
profound or cathartic for others. Indeed, the act of “mourning” is an extremely personal one. As
with Easyfun, the title Mourning Mirrors stresses the purpose and experience offered. However,
mourning implies a specific loss to be grieved. Anyone who approaches them must
introspectively inquire—what is it that I am mourning? The black glass washes out the
background and glazes over the facial characteristics one has grown accustomed to seeing on a
daily basis. Surely everyone has some pain to mourn, but this appearance is responsible for the
creation of a new mood and a moment of internal reflection. In some ways, a deeper knowledge
of the psyche is actually gained by reflecting on the sensation of loss. Nevertheless, there is a
strange allure to the idea of seeing this mysterious double in the mirror—a dark twin. In Koons’s
works, we are offered a release from our emotions; in Levine’s, we plunge deeper into them.
Levine’s decision to frame the black glass makes the works feel closer to paintings than
sculptures. This was likely the intended effect, as her title can also be taken as a reference to
Yves Alain Bois’s essay “Painting: The Task of Mourning” from the Endgame catalogue. Bois
accused the Endgame painters of evading their historical responsibility to the medium’s
advancement, like children neglecting homework to play in the simulated reality of video games.
“Painting might not be dead,” he suggested, “its vitality will only be tested once we are cured of
our mania and melancholy, and we believe again in our ability to act in history: accepting our
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project of working through the end again, rather than evading it.”171 Referring to the painters as
“manic mourners,” Bois assumed the Endgame artists were rehashing the “end of painting”
already claimed by Malevich, Mondrian, Rodchenko, etc.—to the point of ineffectuality. Levine
gives Bois a sly response by producing a “monochrome” that offers a totally different experience
to those typical of Modernism. In monochrome painting, we experience color, but we do so
outside of ourselves. Here, color can be experienced viscerally or internally—there is seemingly
no separation, because the hue is cast over the viewer. They have collided to become one. She
has dematerialized the canvas, conflating selfhood and objecthood.
Through shine and reflection, Koons and Levine show how artworks can become visceral
experiences. The world is dematerialized and reflected back to us as appearance, or schein,
which we can give ourselves over to or introspectively question. What they do more than
anything else is satisfy a desire for resonance. Easyfun and Mourning Mirrors demonstrate the
potential of the luminous surface, which delivers internal and external feedback that tells us we
are real—and a part of a great community and dialogue.

3C. AVANT-GARDE AND KITSCH

In 1939, Clement Greenberg produced what is perhaps the earliest text to form a
dichotomy between its titular subjects, Avant-Garde and Kitsch. Although he conceded that
avant-garde art and kitsch were both rooted in academicism, Greenberg maintained that the
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avant-garde’s superiority stemmed from its adherence to the principle of “art for art’s sake.”172
On the other hand, kitsch diluted art and academia for their palatable consumption within mass
society in the form of lowbrow, popular, and commercial culture i.e.—“chromeotypes, magazine
covers, illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction, comics, tin pan alley music, tap dancing,
Hollywood movies, etc., etc.”173 In this context, the avant-garde and popular culture form a
binary opposition.
The boundary between art and popular culture was first crossed by Pop artists, only to be
completely destroyed by artists of the 1970s and 1980s who appropriated from those very
sources of information that Greenberg barred from consideration. Furthermore, as David Carrier
and Joachim Pissarro point out in their text, Aesthetics of the Margins/The Margins of Aesthetics,
kitsch is an entirely undependable and capricious term because it is a non-concept.174 Just as
there is no one definition or aesthetic for Art, there is no clear-cut criteria by which we
understand kitsch. “The convenient, and somewhat lazy, designation of this mass of indefinable,
unwatchable art” has become synonymous with a variety of terms like tacky, low-brow, vulgar,
campy, commercial, and sentimental.175 But what is it that the Art World at large so opposes in
their denigrations of kitsch? Carrier and Pissarro unpack this in a salient quotation:
Indeed, Kitsch is seductive but dangerous. One may easily fall prey to its allure and
temptation, but there is something pernicious, toxic, and harmful about Kitsch.
Something devilish lies therein. And here we face an interesting aspect of the use of this
repellent: there is a remnant of a puritanical attitude underneath this defensive move on
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the part of the Art World officials. This is, after all, a fear of being contaminated by
something too easily pleasurable.176
In this quotation, the word desire could very well replace kitsch. Desire is seductive, tempting,
alluring, and devilish—but it challenges the overall purity of the Art World, by offering up a type
of gratification, which is taboo, because it is too easy or too accessible. Again, with regards to
Levine and Koons, there is an enduring and persistent conception of the former’s subject as high
art and the latter’s as popular culture or kitsch. As I will demonstrate in this section, Levine and
Koons liberate taste from the confines of those categories. They challenge and play upon the
narrow and pre-conceived notions of what kitsch is thought to be.
In Banality (1986), Jeff Koons produced a series of large-scale porcelain and
polychromed wood sculptures, inspired by various low and popular sources like small figurines,
postcards, magazines, commercial toys, comics, artworks, and celebrity icons. Here, it is
important to note that, as Koons states, “in Banality, there is no ready-made there. Everything is
just a montage of different images and different things pulled together by hand. The viewer is the
ready-made, what’s happening inside them.”177 As the artist explains here, this series marked a
shift away from the readymade as he had previously engaged with it, and from this series
onward, the artist stopped casting objects directly. By collaborating with artisan workshops in
Italy and Germany that specialized in the traditional production of wood and porcelain, the artist
was able to achieve the highest degree of craftsmanship possible. These details regarding
Koons’s conceptual process and fabrication are crucial to note because “what appears to be a
sample of ready-made kitsch is in fact thoughtfully contrived.”178
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The only sculpture to contain the series name in its title, Ushering in Banality (fig. 56), is
often thought of as a centerpiece. This sculpture, inspired by a small figurine, was increased to
the scale of 38 x 62 x 30 inches. Its details, rendered in attractive polychromed wood, display
three figures escorting a large pig with a green bow tie around its neck.179 The two figures in
yellow and blue frocks flanking the pig’s sides can be clearly identified as angels through their
wings. However, the figure at the pig’s rear, dressed in red and black clothes that stand out from
the other pastels, appears to be an average boy. Rothkopf has suggested that the boy represents
Koons, who is here ushering in the acceptance of the banal.180 Pigs become a symbol for the
banal and appear throughout several sculptures in the series, including Fait d’hiver, St. John the
Baptist, and Stacked. By venerating them, Koons seeks to accept and exalt the everyday imagery
stemming from our personal and cultural histories. As he puts it, “I was using banality to
communicate that the things we have in our history are perfect… I don’t like to use the word
‘kitsch,’ because kitsch is automatically making a judgement about something. I always saw
banality as a little freer than that.”181
Koons placed his banal sculptures within a larger spiritual and moral narrative. He had
been profoundly influenced by Masaccio’s Expulsion from the Garden of Eden (fig. 57) and
adopted the painting as an allegory to equate the guilt and shame (debasement) placed upon the
biblical figures Adam and Eve with that of our aesthetic preferences, carnal lusts, and desires.
“You cannot separate the moral from the visual,” he claimed.182 However, his position is that if
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one accepts that visuals from all levels of society can have potential, they will be freed from the
burdens of judgment and opened to the experience of transcendence. These moral and religious
undertones run throughout the series but are most apparent in works such as St. John the Baptist
and Christ and the Lamb (fig. 58). This work — inspired by the shape of Leonardo da Vinci’s
composition of Madonna and Saint Anne — is an ornate, gilded, mirror. Its design delivers the
typical feelings of excess decoration and lavishness that are associated with Rococo styles, as
well as those of the Baroque, that exist at the intersections of decorative art and the religious
opulence.
The sculptures in Banality are meant to deliver an equality to low aesthetics and offer a
dialogue that feels accessible for anyone, even a child, to take part in. One critic claimed that in
Koons’s work, “the naming of things puts an end to mystery.”183 It would seem his matter-of-fact
titling (e.g. Bear and Policeman, Buster Keaton, Vase of Flowers) confirms that what you see is
what you get. Thus, we come back to the idea that Koons is presenting objects of desire that are
“too easy pleasurable.” Yet, if the present argument has relied on the artist’s intentions and
symbolism thus far it is only to show how this reading of the work can turn on a dime. The
sentimental and saccharine aspects of each sculpture can always be read in another manner. The
size and materiality of these sculptures gives them an overbearing and artificial quality. The
wooden rigidity, bright colors, and alert expressions of the paired animals in Winter Bears (fig.
59), for example, deliver an uncanny folksiness and threatening gestalt presence. Even Hal
Foster, who is amongst Koons’s detractors, explained that these works are interesting precisely
because “there’s always a moment in which that innocence darkens somehow, or is shot through
with its opposite…that goes against his rhetoric but it’s there in the work, so, the work is actually
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better than the rhetoric.”184 Based on his narrative, one can infer that Koons intended to say that
there is nothing wrong with curiosity about the human body, especially in childhood.
Nevertheless, there is something undeniably prurient about this composition. Whether the
interpretation falls more to innocence or debauchery largely rests on the subjectivity of the
viewer.
Interestingly, Levine touches on many of the same motifs that Koons does, but her
content is unrelated. Often, her sculptures are cast from objects found on eBay, at flea markets,
or at thrift stores. She continues to cast these objects in high-polished bronze, and they remain at
their original sizes. Based on objects found at a Santa Fe flea market, Levine’s Three Muses
consists of three pigs arranged in descending order from left to right.185 The pigs’ faces and body
types are each unique, which suggests they are individuals. Some may recall the story of the
three little pigs and want to say “aww, how cute!” They are petite, charming, trinkets in a solid
golden sheen—quite unlike the pig in Koons’s Ushering in Banality. As Rothkopf points out,
“Koons’s art rarely feels chic in the way that even the toughest objects by Sherrie Levine…can.
It seldom matches the sofa.”186 However, Levine confuses her audience by giving these
ornamental pigs the title The Three Muses. Making a connection between kitsch and mythology,
the audience is suddenly propelled into Antiquity—wondering “how are these pigs meant to
stand in for beautiful goddesses?” This bewilderment between high and low is her overall goal.
For, as she explains:
I would like you to experience one of those privileged moments of aesthetic negation,
184
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when high art and popular culture coalesce. I would like high art to shake hands with its
cynical nemesis —kitsch, which in its sentimentality makes a mockery of desire. I would
like the meaning of my work to become so over determined and congealed that it
implodes and brokers a new paradigm.187
In this equation, the viewer is thrust into an experience wherein they can no longer rely
upon binary opposition. The confluence of high and low instead causes meaning to continually
shift and inhibits the ability to make a firm judgment on an artwork's status based solely on form
and content. Levine’s titling implies that she is infusing the sculptural set with some criticality.
However, she does not simply raise kitsch to the level of high art, but strategically creates space
between the title and the object in order to initiate a conversation around beauty, inspiration,
poetics. Furthermore, these pigs are not “generic” objects or mass produced. Levine’s Three
Muses share a strong visual resemblance with 14th-century Indonesian sculptures of wild boars
(fig. 60)—and are therefore closer to the folk works and porcelains that Koons has
appropriated.188
Levine’s materials that clearly resemble gold also play upon the relationship between
Baroque art, kitsch, and commodity. Her lustrous Christ Child (fig. 61) pairs nicely with Koons’s
Christ and the Lamb. However, while his work was conceptualized and made from scratch, her
work must be cast from a physical replica. It very well could have been created from one of the
many devotional figures of the infant Christ as the Salvator Mundi. In this case, the work can be
taken as an oblique comment upon the recent sale of Da Vinci’s own Salvator Mundi
composition. This, of course, is mere conjecture based upon the fact that Levine’s audience has
grown accustomed to art historical references being embedded in her work. The general
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consensus is that when Koons displays an object it is automatically something he hopes we will
be open to accepting, whereas when Levine presents an object it is typically questioned and
probed for outside connections.
In Winter Bears, Koons presents a happy (albeit uncanny) pair—a male and female bear
that obviously belong together. By contrast, in Avant-Garde and Kitsch (fig. 62), Levine presents
two separate gnomes that make us ask—how do they relate to one another? The gnome made of
cast crystal clearly resembles one of the seven dwarfs from Disney’s Snow White. The other, cast
in bronze, is quite literally a garden-variety gnome. Levine’s titling obviously invokes
Greenbergian theories that inquire—which one is kitsch? (Here she avoids being called kitsch
since her title has confirmed her sources.) Naturally, as a fine art medium, one tends to feel the
bronze sculpture could be admitted to the avant-garde—leaving the Disney figurine to be kitsch.
But, would anyone truly be comfortable calling the bronze gnome avant-garde? It is still a
gnome, after all. With this, it seems Levine has given the viewer an antinomy of taste.
If we take Koons and Levine as a pair, place them side by side, and ask which one is
avant-garde and which one is kitsch, we have yet another antinomy of taste. For which objects
are actually closer to kitsch—giant hand-wrought replicas of small ornaments, or duplicates of
actual kitsch objects in high gloss? Both artists problematize the clean definitions between these
two categories of avant-garde and kitsch and prove they are more difficult to distinguish than we
might think.
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CONCLUSION
This thesis began with the Flash Art panel, “From Criticism to Complicity, in which
Peter Nagy asked the participants to question the relationship between the art of the Pictures
Generation and the subsequent generation of appropriators. In their discussion they pointed to the
significance of criticality, audience, and desire. The responses of the artists present merely
brushed the surface of these issues, as it was then impossible to comprehend the importance they
would carry in the work of such figures as Sherrie Levine and Jeff Koons. Four decades later, we
can now approach Levine and Koons not solely in the context of the labels such as “Pictures
Generation,” “Simulationism,” and “Appropriation Art,” but as multidimensional artists who
transcend easy categorization. My pairing of Levine and Koons sought to tease out the
relationship between them, without merging or assimilating their distinct artistic identities. It also
aimed to clarify several misconceptions surrounding readings of appropriation.
The first chapter of this thesis, “Criticality,” highlighted issues surrounding
representation and the archive. Looking at how each artist sourced their images or technically
created them proved useful in understanding how Levine’s and Koons’s pictures operate and are
experienced. While Levine’s silhouetted collages and rephotographs focused on the
psychological experience of layered meanings, Koons’s photographic works looked more closely
at the manipulative and communicative powers of advertising. Both artists demonstrate how
photographs take on a social function in the “Society of the Spectacle” where real-life and
representation have been muddled. I hope to have shown that there is more nuance to Levine’s
recontextualization and more criticism present in Koons’s artworks than is commonly thought.
In painting, Levine and Koons often adopted different conceptual standpoints and
stylistic techniques to respond to the anxiety of influence, the death of painting, and the

86

expansion of the art market. Koons welcomes the layman into his art, whereas Levine’s works
are more impactful to those who have some prerequisites. However, in considering how these
paintings change based on the viewer’s knowledge of art history, I attempted to show that they
could each be read in more than one manner. Levine emphasizes the value of reductivism,
humor, and distance in creating a new experience for the viewer; Koons offers an expressive
wealth of imagery that is geared towards self-acceptance and sincere humanist connectivity.
Nevertheless, both artists deeply engage in conversations with their predecessors, not to incite an
endgame, but to illuminate how styles, images, and canonical works can be continually revised,
renewed, and reexperienced. In the plethora of references they make, Levine and Koons deal
with the history of painting head-on.
Finally, it is in sculpture that the similarities between Levine and Koons become most
evident. Both artists take on the visual seduction and opulence of shine, the ambiguous
separation between art and commodity, and the morals of taste—proving that contradictions
abound in the most exciting sculptural objects. Their united interest in Duchamp’s readymade,
Pop’s relocation of cultural artifacts, and Minimalism’s repetition and materials draw the pair
closer together. Using stainless steel and bronze, they create artificial luxuries that are both
soothing and perplexing—beckoning the viewer while denying them entry. Their objects
stimulate our desires by appealing to the eye and to the mind, while they also ask us to confront
where our predilections stem from and how much they are influenced by culturally prescribed
norms.
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Cut-and-pasted printed paper on paper
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Private Collection
102

Fig. 11
Jeff Koons
Moses, 1985
Photo-offset lithograph (edition of 2)
41 x 32 in. (105.5 x 83cm.)
The Sonnabend Collection
103

Fig. 12
Jeff Koons
The Secretary of Defense, 1985
Photo-offset lithograph (edition of 2)
45 1/2 x 31 1/2 inches (115.6 x 80 cm.)
Private Collection
104

Fig. 13
Jeff Koons
The Dynasty on 34th Street, 1985
Photo-offset lithograph (edition of 2)
45 1/2 x 31 1/2 inches (115.6 x 80 cm.)
Collection of the artist

105

Fig. 14
Sherrie Levine
After Walker Evans: 4, 1981
Gelatin silver print
5 1/16 x 3 7/8 in. (12.8 x 9.8 cm.)
Collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

106

Fig. 15
Sherrie Levine
After Walker Evans: 2, 1981
Gelatin silver print
3 3/4 x 5 1/16 in. (9.6 x 12.8 cm.)
Collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

107

Fig. 16
Sherrie Levine
After Walker Evans: 22, 1981
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Private Collection
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Private Collection
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Fig. 42
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Image courtesy Galerie Greta Meert
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Edition of 3 plus AP
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Edition of 3 plus AP
Collection of The Art Institute of Chicago
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Images courtesy of Christie’s Auction House
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Private Collection

144

Fig. 53
Sherrie Levine
Fountain (Buddha), 1996
Cast bronze
12 x 15 7/8 x 18 in. (30.48 x 40.32 x 45.72 cm)
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Dimensions Variable
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Collection of Tate Modern, London
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Edition of 12
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Collection of The Metropolitan Museum of Art
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Image courtesy of Xavier Hufkens
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Private Collection
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